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Near Boston, October, Third Decade of the Twenty First Century
Paul Richards pushed open the unlocked back door to Coopertek and yelled into the cluttered dimness, “Cooper, where the hell are you? We had an appointment twenty minutes ago!”
The tall, skinny figure crouched over a bench in the middle of the concrete floored industrial condo jerked erect. Dr. Cooper Paaly, president, resident genius, and currently the only employee of Coopertek, recovered quickly, “Hey Paul! Good to see you!”
Cooper was over six feet tall, at sixty six he was still ruggedly handsome, with brilliant blue eyes and white hair. As usual he was a bit scruffy, having selected his clothes by guess and grab off the floor in the dark.
But even from twenty feet his infectious smile was powerful and Paul felt his anger drain away, unable to resist smiling back. “Hello Doc, you should listen for the door bell you know, investors might not walk around the back.”
He knew it was pointless, it was infinitely too late for investors now, and they both knew it. He’d tried and tried with Cooper but it went in one ear and out the other.
While Paul’s relationship with Cooper was care of the US Navy’s Office of Research and Development, for whom Paul worked as a part time contract project monitor, part of his job was finding commercial venture money for the ideas that the Navy funded researchers came up with. At twenty two Paul had started his own technology company, and though he had lost it in a squeeze play it was still in existence and his name was still attached to its start, which gave him an in with a certain crowd. He had a phenomenal success rate in getting ‘his’ people investment funding after their ideas had been tried out on government programs, Cooper Paaly was a conspicuous failure.
“Ah, they’ll come begging once it’s all in the open, I won’t need to court them.” There was a great deal of easygoing arrogance in Cooper Paaly, a not uncommon failing of PhD’s Paul had found. He wasn’t sure if it came from the PhD training or if it was a trait of people who went on to get their PhD’s.
“Cooper, you said you had some things to show me and that you would have a report ready for this meeting, let’s get to it shall we?” Paul tried to keep his voice businesslike, he wanted this over as quickly as possible, he had spent a lot of time psyching himself up to cutting Cooper off and he was going to do it.
The big frizzy head shook energetically, the blue eyes danced. Except for the hair and hands with big age splotches it was hard to tell that Cooper was almost seventy years old. He was vigorous and positive and his voice didn’t have the slightest sign of aging vocal cords, he could easily have been fifty. The wide mouth smiled, “Paul, you told me that I would have some things to show and a report. I simply grunted acknowledgment of your orders.”
“Cooper!”
The smile faded, the eyes lost some of their sparkle, but there was no contrition, no give, “I know Paul, I think I know anyway.” A pause, a shrug, “Come and have a look at the most recent Stack.”
The ‘Stack’ was, on first inspection, a fairly nondescript stainless steel cylinder with domed caps top and bottom, a vacuum chamber with the requisite pipes, knobs, hoses and portholes marring its basic simplicity of form. Leaning down Paul glanced through the porthole to look at the actual Stack, a silver gray cylinder with masses of fine wires sprouting around the periphery every few inches. The majority of the silver gray cylinder was made of thin platters of silicon wafers, the basic starting material of computer chips, each one metalized and etched with a complex, though by chip industry standards crude, pattern. The thicker slices with wires sprouting from them were ceramic-coated matrices of extremely powerful electro-magnets. This Stack had four magnetic slices and twelve of the big silicon plates.
Paul was impressed; this was a lot of progress considering that Cooper had been working essentially alone for almost three months now. The chamber and the electro magnets had been reused but assembling the big stacks took hundreds of man-hours and Cooper had no help.
For all his frustrations he still felt some awe when he saw the Stack. If the damned thing would only work like the early prototypes had appeared to they’d get a Nobel Prize, be ‘going to Stockholm’ for sure. The analytical models said that this should be a fusion reactor, a very efficient one operating at low temperature, generating electricity directly.
Conventional experimental fusion reactors essentially trapped a donut of intensely hot and dense hydrogen gas in a magnetic field. If you got the gas, or plasma, hot enough and dense enough the hydrogen nuclei would start to combine to create helium and a little bit of extra energy. This extra energy was extracted as heat, used to boil water, drive turbines and generate electricity.
Experimental reactors had been getting above the break-even point of energy in to energy out for more than a decade but the scientists and engineers still said that a practical reactor was still twenty years away. More really since research had all but stopped due to budget constraints.
Cooper had spent most of his career in various fusion programs and teaching plasma dynamics and astronomy at various universities. A decade ago he had been working on magneto-hydrodynamic generators. MHD systems generate electricity from hot gas flowing through electrodes.
He’d been working on tiny MHD generators for a military program trying to build a hand grenade that would fry anything electronic within a hundred feet when it went off. The program was successful, but rapidly bypassed by much simpler solutions, many of which were used today by terrorists and thugs the world over to make life difficult for ‘agents of the west.’
During the project one sub-scale model of an early approach had produced very odd results. Unlike Cooper, who’d been entranced by the erratic effect, his manager had seen nothing of interest and quickly shifted focus to another approach that had shown greater promise.
Cooper had never forgotten those odd results and he had spent years of spare time following them up. Eventually he had developed a theory about what had been happening in those tiny plasma chambers, from which had evolved the Stack.
With the correct choice of pressure and field excitation a tiny cloud of ionized gas would start to spin, and at a specific point would collapse into a coherent ring of a precise number of stripped nuclei. The energy state of the ring was ‘quantized’ at one of several specific energy states. Add more energy and the ring spun faster and tighter. Add enough energy and the ring ‘tripped up’ and atom pairs fused. If all this happened quickly enough the resulting fusion event would emit a lot more energy than had been put in.
The trick then was to capture that energy. As a miniature MHD generator had been the starting point, this should have been simple. Each ring was created in the ‘throat’ of a micro MHD generator formed by an electrode-lined hole etched in the silicon discs. The microscopic thermonuclear blast would be ducted through the channel, which would capture the explosion’s energy, creating electricity and cooling the fusion products. Cooled hydrogen by-blow gas would dilute the still hot helium ‘ash’ and cool the Stack.
Paul had spent hundreds of hours in the first year, much of it late at night, helping Cooper’s design team. More recently he’d also spent many hours making friends with the engineers at the IBM experimental wafer fab. It had been no small trick to get them to let him use their facility almost free of charge without telling them what he was making.
That first, almost messianic, excitement had long ago burnt out but he still believed that the theory was right. It made sense to his engineering instincts and he had shown bits and pieces to various friends who had all said the bits made sense.
But they had hit a brick wall about eight months ago. After the small scale, and mid scale successes they had scaled up. This latest generation stack was designed to actually provide significant power. The damned things ought to work but stubbornly refused to do more than get hot. The percentage of helium in the chamber went up after a run, but they got no net power out.
Paul glanced up at the gangly scientist, “This the Gen III litho Cooper?”
“Not really Paul, it’s a modified Gen II, highly modified.”
“But we decided that the pinch inlet needed to be completely redone Cooper?” Paul was angry again, Cooper had said one thing and done something completely different, without keeping Paul informed and that was nearly enough to get him in legal trouble, “Another complete wafer run of the Gen II Cooper? When you know that the design won’t work?”
“Paul there were some interesting results in the Gen II that I wanted to investigate and I replicated them, made them stronger. And by the way, the amount of helium we get after a run is significantly greater now for no increase in temperature or input power.”
Paul’s heart skipped a beat, that was almost the proof they needed, almost. “Do you have the data Cooper, and have you wrapped it up in a report? That plus the hardware would be enough to keep the funding going for another three months. But that would be about it, we have to go before at least a rump review panel to go beyond the current funding level.”
Cooper shook his big head sadly, “Paul, I don’t have the time, I hardly have the time to eat and pay the bills. You will have to trust me on this; it is good work you know it is! As for the panel, no, as in the past, I got the Admiral to accept this as a dual use program with limited data rights, you are it Paul. One word leaks beyond you and the Navy is getting sued.”
Paul’s head was pounding with rage, why had he put up with the arrogant son of a bitch for two and a half years, slaved hundreds of hours on his own time? He’d also spent some personal capital with IBM and others to support the unmitigated, pig headed bastard. But he couldn’t let his temper get away from him, he counted to ten, “Cooper, is that your last word?”
“I am sorry, but yes Paul.”
“Then this program is terminated for cause, prepare a program termination plan. I will send you an e-mail confirming that in the morning,” Paul spun on his heel and stalked for the door.
“Paul.”
The big clear blue eyes were sad, “Paul, thank you for putting up with me as long as you have. And thank you for all the work and support, you know you were more help than anyone, and I appreciate it, little though you think I do.” Cooper sighed, “I hope we can meet on better terms sometime,” he looked tired and old.
Paul’s rage faltered and died, damn the man, “Cooper so do I, you’re on the edge of something great. I’d hoped it would be you and me making the leap, not some other team. Someone else has got to be working on something like this?”
The big head shook, “I don’t think so Paul, I think the cold fusion fiasco destroyed so many reputations it’s poisoned this sort of approach for a half century, we have time. I need time, there’s more here than I ever suspected, we are on the edge of something even more remarkable.”
“More remarkable than the stars Cooper?” Paul waved at the stainless steel chamber. “That could give us the solar system as well as remove our worries about power forever, more remarkable than that?”
Cooper smiled, a flare of warmth, “Ever the dreamer Paul! Yes more remarkable, remarkable enough to give you and me Mars.” The eyes were level.
Paul lifted his hands in supplication, “Cooper, something, anything?”
A shake of the head, “I’m too close Paul, too damned close.”
Paul nodded, “Fine Cooper,” he sighed, “good luck Cooper, keep me in mind for that first ride, OK?” He turned and trudged for the door.
“I will Paul, I will.” The door closed and Paul walked out into the cool New England fall day, the brightness hurt his eyes, made them water.
Outside he walked through the trash strewn mud at the side of the building towards the rental hybrid he’d driven here. When he got to the car he slung his leather satchel inside and grabbed the insulated cup out of the warmer between the seats and took a swig of the lukewarm latte he’d picked up after breakfast. His head pounded a little, he’d had a bad night, the flight out of Dulles had been early and now this.
Like many engineers these days he was a technological gypsy, moving from job to job. He was lucky in several ways, he’d actually salvaged something from the tech bust that had ruined this industrial park and had enough money to be able to ride out dry patches. He also had a steady part time job, the job that had brought him to this depressing patch of real-estate today.
The air was crisp with Fall but still had a faint tang of decay. Back here, behind the still impressive granite front entrance just off Boston’s I-495 beltway there were no signs of caretaking. Several half completed shells sagged and rotted nearby and the brown grass was waist high even in the medians and planters. The mild tech boom at the end of the last decade had died before this place was finished, leaving it a ghoulish half-life because the town couldn’t allow it to default. The few tenants stayed because the leases were ridiculously cheap and no one bothered them.
His latte finished he pulled his magnesium shelled tablet out of his satchel and applied his thumb to the corner to bring it to life. The glass turned paper white with crisp print like letters. He brought up the contract docket for Coopertek and quickly dictated a note to the iSec. He then had the system prep a couple of memos for him, changed his flight to an earlier one and put the tab away.
Just before he got in the little car he glanced around sadly, he was pretty sure he’d never see this sad place again. Sighing he got in, he had a stress headache now, and no aspirins, he’d have to pick up an overpriced package at the airport.
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Air Discontent
 Winter came early and bitter to these steep rocky hills; and ice and snow hung on in crevices and shadows among the rocks long into the spring. The hills rose in ranks towards a low mountain range to the north and a semi arid desert to the south. The aging Merlin helicopter painted in brilliant white and orange stripes, the Human Freedom Foundation’s colors, was operating at near its maximum altitude and speed; the locals were usually armed and had a habit of shooting at any low flying aircraft.
In the cockpit the satellite based aircraft navigation and communication system beeped for attention, a message appeared on the pilots flat screen. Approaching Davona control zone, confirm intent. Julia Chisholm reached to the interface panel, tapped the message, and pressed her thumb on the screen, when it toned acceptance, she said, “Landing.”
The system was supposed to deal with complex sentences but in the noisy environment of a chopper’s cockpit she found it better to keep it simple. The aging if well maintained Merlin was quieter than some of the Human Freedom Foundation’s fleet but all things are relative and it had started life in oil rig service, not as a VIP transport.
There was a tone from the comm system, “Human Freedom Foundation Flight Delta Niner Tango Two, this is Davona Air Traffic, Base Swampy. That you Julia?” The airwoman’s voice had a drawling western accent, Julia could picture her wrapped up in the cramped and chilly tent next to the heaved concrete of the old runway.
“Hey Diana, how’re things?”
“Same ol’ same ol’, cold, damp, ugly, but only three weeks, five days, ten hours and some odd minutes till my time here is up.” Diana groused good naturedly.
“Good to hear you in such a positive mood.”
“Uhyuh, this place brings out the best in everyone. Anyway, come in from the west, the wind’s blowing that way and the Maj called west the entry channel of the day. Stay clear of the notches in the hill line that way, hostiles have been spotted out that way.”
“Roger that Base Swampy, west approach, watch for hostiles. Talk to you later Diana.”
Despite the warning the approach went smoothly though Julia and her copilot Ricky Halberg kept their heads and eyes sweeping and their ears listening for the first warning tone from the warning and defense suite that even a pacifist NGO had to outfit their aircraft with.
Base Swampy had once been a Soviet airfield, a typical mix of bare bones military and civilian infrastructure in a backwater. The only sign of human habitation surrounded the airstrip, a bare strip of concrete on the almost flat top of a hill slightly taller, longer and wider than its brethren. A good base for the UN and the NGO’s that tried to keep this part of the world from sinking into a new dark age. A rutted road threaded its way across the side of the hill and out of sight, heading to Davona itself, huddled in a tight little valley nearby, somewhat protected from the weather and other marauders.
With its ecology ruined by Soviet era exploitation, even the dispersed population pushed the land to its limits of sustainability. On top of that poverty a lethal brew of civil, religious and ethnic discontent had ignited a war that had burnt across the region for decades. When the war had finally guttered out it had left well armed criminals to prey on a crippled society.
The NGOs, UN and finally the US government had become involved over the years, especially when bio-warfare of a crude sort had been unleashed. These days this whole part of the world was one vast Petri dish and the outsiders came to get a handle on the lethal new disease strains as much as anything else.
Julia brought the chopper in on a crudely painted landing spot on the ‘civilian’ side. As soon as the rotors had stopped turning Ricky was out of his harness and sliding aft, leaving Julia to finish the checklist before heading aft.
In the back she made sure the passengers were sorting themselves and their luggage out. Two medical types were getting off here, two more were going on to the next stop along with two American missionaries, she also had a message that she was picking up some kind of bureaucrat for the trip back to Jenna, the city near the Black Sea that was home base for this stint.
She dropped onto the ground and looked around; there were four dilapidated trucks and a staff car all in dingy green and rust plus one shiny new Mercedes four by four parked on the edge of the concrete. Halberg was standing by the Mercedes talking to someone hidden by the tinted windows. She didn’t like that; she didn’t like much about Halberg, for all his golden haired All American collegiate good looks.
“Hey Julia!” She turned to find a couple of the doctors who worked out here approaching at the head of a line of men and women carrying boxes and burlap bags, outgoing cargo. Not far behind them were a couple of UN soldiers with equipment to inspect the incoming cargo.
She had a schedule to keep so she talked to the disease specialist while she directed the unloading and loading of the cargo and topping up the chopper’s tanks. While she did that she also kept an eye on Halberg who seemed to be on surprisingly good terms with whoever was in the blacked out all terrain limo.
The doctors were worried about ‘Udovich’ one of the most infamous of the local warlords. A beast who’d been rumored killed, but who’d resurfaced, apparently with money to buy arms and loyalty and the NGOs were running scared. The HFF was often seen as more than just a cheap and reliable cargo carrier, and they were right, but Julia didn’t know any more than they did. She did promise to keep an ear to the ground, and to make sure there would be a quick exit available if need be.
The doctors left with the trucks, and she realized Halberg and the big Mercedes were nowhere to be seen as she climbed into the chopper and shut the hatch. She smiled at the passengers in the cabin as she checked the manifest; she glanced at the woman who had gotten on. “Hello Mrs. Alms, I’m Julia Chisholm, your pilot for today.” She’d done this a hundred times; she went through the spiel, checked their harnesses and then gave them a reassuring smile.
She shut the sliding panel that closed off the cockpit with a snap. “You’re supposed to have briefed them while I was finishing up outside Ricky.” The movie star smile was really a sneer, “The cattle give you a problem Jewel?”
She looked at him levelly for a moment, “Ricky, it’s on the copilot’s checklist, just like it’s on mine to check that you checked.” He didn’t even deign to answer, just making a show of checking his checklist. Slipping into the pilot’s seat she fastened her harness, thinking about the report she was going to write about Halberg; when she was done he would be gone, top ten thousand family or not.
As the rotor core turbines spun up, she ran down her much longer checklist before tapping the satellite link to life and checking in with the zone traffic center at Jekka and the local center at Pondla and finally HFF headquarters in Denmark. She glanced at the time, she was ‘on schedule’ but the weather was closing in. She might get stuck at Pondla tonight; she was not going to fly into bad weather at night in the middle of a war zone.
The take off and flight were uneventful but they were slowed by strong headwinds that added almost ten minutes to the flight. Even then everything would have been fine but at Pondla nothing went right. The trucks and vans weren’t there for cargo transshipment and the fuel bowser was broken down and had to be towed over. Then the local official found some mix up with the cargo manifest.
When she was finally done the sky to the north was a wall of black and to the west it was beginning to color up as the sun swung low, “OK folks, I have to call it, I’m sorry but we’ll be spending the night here. The weather is supposed to clear through before first light so we will get an early start in the morning.” She ignored the couple of protests but noted that Halberg didn’t give her grief about being a chicken hawk like he usually did.
Pondla was a tiny ramshackle place in the valley between two tall barren hills. The airfield started a quarter of a mile down valley from the edge of town. It was a section of fenced in road with gates at either end to keep out goats, cars and trucks while aircraft were using it and a gated concrete apron area with fuel bunkers protected by earthen berms, two rusty hangars and a crumbling concrete block operations center.
The Merlin was towed to one of the hangars, where it would be mostly protected from the weather. Julia just hoped the hanger didn’t choose this night to collapse; it looked like it should have been knocked down when she had been in day care. There was an inn of sorts in the village that the stranded passengers used but Julia had a bedroll she carried for this eventuality.
As Julia played cards with some westerners in the operations center she realized that Halberg had vanished. In one sense it was a relief, she didn’t have to deal with his constant needling. But she didn’t like him not telling her what he was doing out here. This was a dangerous place even though this whole province was an island of government control in a sea of unrest. But there was little she could do except note it in her report.
The storm hit with buffeting winds and slashes of snow, ice and freezing rain. With the locals she huddled near one of the smelly stoves, drank hot tea and ate spiced mutton, still cold in her fleece lined leather coat. She got two not too subtle invitations to share sleeping accommodations with the locals, which she turned down with good natured firmness. About nine she spread out her sleeping roll with its rugged self inflating air mattress in one of the back rooms and went to bed.
About two in the morning she woke up and lay listening, finally realizing that the ‘sound’ she was hearing was silence. The storm winds had died away and unless it was snowing the weather had cleared out as predicted. She got up to check, the ops center was dark except for the glow of a few status leds, and still except for the snores coming from the main bunk room.
Outside it was very cold and still, the sky a bowl of stars. There were sentries but they no longer depended on light and worked better in a quiet environment. There was a mutter of a diesel in the distance then silence again.
Then she heard a faint screech of metal on metal, quickly gone. It had come from the direction of the hangars. She walked quietly to the end of the building and peered around. An instant later she was face down on the ground with the muzzle of a gun pressed, hard, against her skull.
“You really should have stayed indoors miss.” The voice was prissily British. She didn’t make a move, she’d been taken completely by surprise from behind, she cursed herself, how had she let that happen?
“Very good sense there miss, put your hands behind your back, wrists together, hands out.” He bound and gagged her quickly and efficiently with tie wraps and left her laying on her stomach against the wall, he threw something heavy and stinking of oil and jet fuel over her, a kind and confident move, he was sure she was out of it, whatever it was, and the tarp would probably stop her from freezing to death before the morning.
Julia felt rage seething somewhere deep down, but she kept it down as she tried to think, and worked at her bonds to see if there was a weakness, she need brains not rage right now. Someone was running a black op of some kind, some kind of independent job given their objective of the moment. It only made sense if they were after her Merlin and that made her very angry, it was her ship, her responsibility.
How had they gotten inside the perimeter without setting off all sorts of alarms and getting blown to hell by mines or roboguns? They had to have been let inside. Then she remembered the arrival of several UN trucks about seven, cargo awaiting an early morning flight. The UNies had seemed to be British troops under their blue caps. This had to be a black op possibly a very black op.
There was a sharp call from somewhere nearby, essentially, “who is there,” in the local language. That was followed by a snapping sound and a moan, and suddenly Julia was struggling hard against her bonds, things were going nonlinear.
A moment later there was a yell and the crack of a pistol and another shout then silence for a few moments. Then there was a crackle of gunfire from someplace almost overhead, the soft popping of a suppressed machine pistol responded. Again the distinctive rattle of an AK, then the crack of a high power rifle, she had seen several of both inside. Then there was a terrible shrieking hiss followed by a shuddering crack-boom, the wall against her back seemed to slap her. More shrieks and cracks and booms, the wall shuddered twice more. Someone had fired three bunker busters into the ops center, unless they had been undercover everyone inside was dead.
In moments the heat beat through the wall already and the stench was choking, she rolled and wriggled away, desperately afraid of the tarp with its oil and fuel stink, she didn’t want to burn to death in the thing. A few moments later she was in the clear, the base lit by lurid flames gushing from the wrecked ops center, the rockets must have been explosive-incendiaries.
There was motion nearby, a small shape low to the ground, a boy, one of the boys who had been delivering food and drinks and cleaning up in the ops center. She saw the gleam of his eyes, then he scuttled towards her, she felt a blade next to her ear and the gag was cut away, “Captain Julie, you are O K?” he sounded young and scared but his English wasn’t bad.
Vlad, they’d called this one Vlad, “Yes Vlad, can you get me free?”
“Yes Captain Julie, my knife is sharp,” Julia felt the cool hardness of the blade and the pressure as he slid the edge against the bonds and cut, the tough plastic gave away after a short struggle. She rolled over and borrowed his knife to free her feet.
There was a rising roar, the Merlin’s turbines coming up to power. She and Vlad were still lying on the ground, among the trash between the ops building and the tottering hangers. They were also masked by the leaping shadows from the firestorm the murderers had caused.
“They have Udovich.” Vlad said in her ear.
“What?”
“Udovich, the UNies took him, two days. Fly to Hague tomorrow.”
That was the black op, a jail break for the warlord, but for all its import she hardly heard Vlad because rage was flaming out of control in her head. In the light of the fire she saw Halberg, Ricky Halberg her copilot, speaking with someone in the Merlin’s cabin as the last couple of mercs hopped up to sit in the hatchway, their weapons at the ready. Ricky was smiling like a mad man, enjoying the rush of action and his own treachery. Somehow she wasn’t surprised, but she was utterly determined that he wouldn’t get away with it.
Next to the corner of the building was a body, probably of the man she’d heard die first. His body was sprawled with an angular shape lying over a leg. She low crawled to the body; it was one of the locals she had been playing cards with earlier. A cheerful man with a bushy graying beard and bad teeth, the shape she had spotted lying across his legs was a semi auto hunting rifle, scope and all.
“Is good gun.” Vlad whispered, he was feeling in the man’s pocket, he pulled out an ammo clip with a nasty smile. Julia slipped back, making ready to use the man’s beer belly as a rest for the rifle, the man, Dusan she suddenly remembered his name, didn’t care any longer.
She came by the appellation “Captain” honestly, Julia Chisholm, Captain US Air Force, Air Guard now, had flown search and rescue choppers for a living for four years. A job that required a small arms rating, and of course she was a Wyoming native, she had shot her first elk when she was twelve.
One of the men in the door must have spotted something in the leaping shadows, his gun came up. Julia’s rifle crashed and the gunman flopped back onto the cabin floor. The second gunman got a burst off before she shot him as well. Other figures were in the doorway, guns were flashing at her, but they were standing and shooting off hand, and the Merlin was moving, beginning to lift, its tail coming up, moving forward.
She changed her aim point and with grief in her heart slammed round after round into the engine nacelle of ‘her’ big beautiful bird. She ran out of bullets and the big chopper slid out of her line of sight before she could change magazines. She took the magazine Vlad was holding out and reloaded anyway as she stood up.
There were a series of explosions nearby that sent her and the boy ducking again. A pillar of fire erupted into the sky from the fuel bunker behind the ruined ops building. And with a moaning roar the two hangars collapsed, flame gushing out around the falling sheets of rotting metal. Udovich was a beast; he had never intended to leave his enemies unharmed.
-o-
The pretty brunette talking head looked serious, “.....In other news, the infamous warlord Udovich was broken out of UN custody by a group of gunmen and flown back to his stronghold. There was heavy loss of life during the breakout and the stolen helicopter used was found burnt out thirty miles away. There were four dead bodies in the wreckage but Udovich was not...CLICK”
Julia shut the TV off with an irritated flick of the wrist. Udovich had gotten away, as had Halberg and most of the team who’d broken him out. His retainers and supporters had already taken over his old stomping ground and Udovich’s enemies had started disappearing. The mess in ‘The Stans’ was going to get worse again.
She went back to the ratty chair in the corner of the dingy hotel room and sat down. She was still in Jekka because no one knew what to do with her. Nobody was happy, the local government, the local police, the Army, the UN, the HFF.
Her cell phone rang; it was her boss, “Evgeny?”
“There’s a ticket on a Turkish Air puddle jumper waiting for you at the airport, it takes off in two hours, you need to be on it Julia. Udovich has put a price on your head, not enough to make it worthwhile outside of the Stans but enough for some local punk to try and collect.”
“Damn it.” She had figured as much.
“Agreed. When you get to Istanbul we’ll have a ticket for Sydney, Australia waiting. We have lots of work out in the Pacific these days.”
“The peaceniks back down?” The ‘office workers’ of the HFF tended to be pacifists and they’d kicked up a stink about her violent reaction to murder, theft and jail breaking.
“No, but Jenny is telling them to get stuffed, that you did right,” Jenny Welldinger was the head of the HFF. “And you did, Udovich would have created havoc with the Merlin,” he finished.
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome, oh and Jenny also told the Halbergs to get stuffed when they protested his innocence. Their son is a sociopath and they need to understand that. He’s on the most wanted list in most civilized parts of the world.”
“Good.” Though most likely he’d just go to prison rather than the scaffold like he deserved. But he might not survive long in prison, he’d never understood that sometimes being rich, photogenic and smart were just no substitute for caution and knowing what you were doing.
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Isle of Discontent
 Sunil Sukala listened to the grunt of truck engines in the village below and the mutter of patrol boats on the lake as well as the more distant beat of helicopters departing. The breeze brought the smell of smoke to his nostrils and he could see a faint glow from the direction of the village. Something had caught fire, probably not on purpose, the land thieves wanted the village and the farmland intact, it was their goal.
There was a purposeful rustle, and then a soft voice, “More farmers coming up the trail Major.” Faswethet, his corporal, was crouching by his hip; the rustle had been her letting him know she was near. Like the other tribesmen and women her jungle craft was phenomenal, he never heard them coming, never saw them till they wanted him to.
“Anyone following them?” the last group of refugees had passed thirty minutes before, too long ago.
“Night Stalkers,” she spat at the mention of the Admiral General’s Special Forces. The Navy had been his power base for the coup, and the Naval Infantry had become his hell hounds, the Night Stalkers. Sunil Sukala, Major, Sunatran Army, Retired, had once respected the Naval Infantry, these days he despised them as human beings, as soldiers he had to respect them.
“Let the villagers pass, arm the mines as soon as they are through and prepare the ambush. But we have to be ready to pull back in five minutes, the Stalkers will have designators and the patrol boats will have homing rounds for their mortars and the choppers could come back.”
Sunatra had been a peaceful South Pacific archipelago in Sunil’s youth, he was the son of a shop keeper and small farmer on what was then called East Sunatra. He’d joined the army and risen through the ranks to become a chopper pilot and then an officer. He would have made it his career except for the Admiral General’s coup.
Admiral Josef Mindow had been a very ambitious and canny officer and politician, a patriot of Sunatra. Over his thirty year career he had built up the Navy to the point that the Army and Air Force had been little more than gendarmes, militarized police, rather than combat forces. Then he’d used his control of the Navy to stage a coup. A coup that had, to almost everyone’s surprise, failed, at least in taking the bigger western isle. After almost five years of fighting the UN, at the behest of the Chinese, had brokered a peace. A deal that split the archipelago into the rump Sunatra, and the self styled Admiral General’s Palalo Sadong. Many of the inhabitants of East Sunatra had protested vehemently, but the politicians had surrendered.
Sunil, along with many other officers in the Army and Air Force had resigned on the day the peace was signed. Sunil had moved back to his family village on Palalo Sadong, nee East Sunatra. Many of the others had emigrated.
For two years things had seemed peaceful enough. Then the unemployed in the cities had started rioting about food prices and mythical land rights. This had initiated a steadily more vicious war against the farmers and mountain tribes. Sunil’s home village, close to the newly renamed Mindow City had been one of the first to suffer.
There were four main ethnic groups on Sunatra, the original islanders, whose warring kingdoms had divided the island for thousands of years. Then Indian farmers had started to arrive followed by the Chinese town dwellers and most recently Filipino technicians, city dwellers. They had lived together, for centuries in some cases, and decades in others, in relative peace and calm.
The Admiral General’s coup and civil war had changed all that. To a large degree the old line inhabitants, farmers and hill tribes, had supported the old regime and the cities and larger towns had supported the Admiral General, and each side had demonized the other.
The process hadn’t ended with the war, at least not in Palalo Sadong. The fast expanding urban population’s viewpoint had been twisted so they saw the island as theirs, the Indian farmers as squatters and the indigenous peoples as dangerous barbarians. And with that fall from the ranks of humanity they had become targets, their property forfeit.
Early on Sunil’s village had come under pressure from land speculators. He’d become a spokesman for the village, then for the farmers and the Indian sub population. That had lasted for less than six months, then his home and the family store had been firebombed, two days later he’d been shot and wounded in broad daylight. The next night a ‘spontaneous’ peoples convoy had arrived, filled with city thugs and frightened men and women from the shanty towns around Mindow city. More general forced relocations had started a year ago and stories of massacres in the mountains and the badlands on the eastern slopes. Anyone who had tried to resist had been dragged out of their homes, anyone who had tried to fight had been beaten, some to death.
Now Sunil fought with the resistance and tried to organize it into something more than just a collection of near tribal groups living in the bush, armed mostly with bows and spears. His unit was armed with modern weapons stolen from the armories of the Army and the Police and shipped in, in small quantities, by sympathizers in India and other places. He was also in communication with several NGO’s, in particular the Human Freedom Foundation, trying to get the message out that the Admiral General was on the move again.
There was a ripple of bangs as anti personnel mines exploded into the line of killers driving the refugees away from their home. The mine detonations were followed by gunfire, the loose rattle of his fighters, then shockingly the heavy snarl of a rapid fire automatic weapon flailing the jungle. In a pause between ripping bursts came the single sharp crack of a heavy rifle. The auto gun was silent for a long moment, then started and ended almost instantly with another heavy shot. A third a moment later resulted in a WHUMP, a column of fire and screaming and shouting along the trail.
By that time Sunil and his unit were trotting away along pre-marked exit corridors. A minute later a fluttering wail came out of the sky to end in shattering crashes and yellow white flashes of high explosives, repeated again and again until the wails were drowned out by the crash and bang of detonations as the rain of high explosives and steel lashed the now empty jungle.
His corporal, Faswethet appeared, “this way my Major.” And he followed the silent shadow through the darker shadows making a terrible racket in his own ears.
“Was that Sathwathet who took care of the machinegun?” he called after the corporal.
“I did Major,” Sathwathet, Faswethet’s younger sister said from just behind him.
He jumped, “Damn, Sathwathet.” He looked down; she seemed tiny, especially with her huge sniper rifle over her shoulder. She had smooth black hair and smooth café latte skin, her eyes bright and calm. She never seemed to smile but neither did she ever seem unhappy and she never got excited, at least in battle.
Faswethet, ‘his’ corporal had been running what was now the core of ‘his’ unit for almost ten years now, since she was twenty five and her little sister sixteen. Their village had been destroyed and most of their relatives killed in the first year of the civil war and they had fought on the side of the Government, which had abandoned them to make peace.
They were the daughters of a headman and had gone to one of the catholic schools in the mountains. They were surprisingly well educated, and both loved to learn, reading anything they could get their hands on. It was a wonder that they hadn’t become animals, but they were civilized and peaceful except when they had to fight, then they were killing machines and he was utterly sure that they would fight to the death rather than be captured.
Sathwathet spoke quietly as they reached the rally point, “It was a machinegun on a little six-wheel all terrain, no one was driving it or manning the gun, it just followed the men. A gunbot I think they are called. I saw a picture of one in an article from a magazine we took from that army outpost last month.”
“How did you stop it?”
“I shot out the optics, then I shot out the traversing yoke, then put an explosive round through where I thought the fuel tank was, I guessed right.” She smiled sweetly and vanished into the jungle having made her report.
It was almost certain the gunbot had been Chinese. They supplied the Admiral General with all his best toys. It was another sign that trying to fight this war the old fashioned way was just going to get a lot of people killed with no good resolution.
Insurgency needed a base in the population and the tactic of ethnically cleansing whole townships was making that impossible. They were being driven into the wilds where they could be tracked and then pinned and destroyed. In past jungle wars the ability of small light forces to hit and retreat at will with relatively minor losses had been paramount. With the Admiral General’s modern toys that was impossible for groups who didn’t understand how to do it.
He was doing some good as a military leader and trainer but somehow they needed to get help from outside. Sunil had friends in America and relatives in India, as well as contacts in many other places. Somehow he needed to use those contacts to find a lever to stop the Admiral General.
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Washington D.C. a couple of years later
Derry Jenkins, commander USN, jogged next to Paul through the pre-dawn gloom. They both liked a morning run and the department of defense worked an early shift. Most worker bees, and here even a commander was just another worker, were at their desks by seven thirty.
They did this most days they were both in town, trading off topics, Paul technical and Derry international affairs, today Derry had chosen the latest sensation, a relatively tiny island nation called Palalo Sadong.
“...So Sunatra is a pretty peaceful and prosperous little country made up of two big islands East and West Sunatra, and a string of smaller islands and coral atolls. Four years ago this nut job calling himself Admiral General M, otherwise known as Commander Joseph Mindow, stages a coup and after some years of very nasty fighting he settles for East Sunatra. Which he claims is really called Palalo Sadong in the local language. Which is bullshit by the way, it’s an invented name, means beautiful sea mountain. Anyway the Chinese, who we think were his sponsor from the beginning, get the UN to accept the facts on the ground and to provide a lot of NGO support. For a couple of years things are pretty quiet. Now the two major sub-populations have ganged up to wipe out - or drive out - the two smaller populations and when it’s all over they’ll turn on each other! Why-in-the-HELL can’t people just treat each other like human beings and work things out!?”
They accelerated up a hill and neither had the extra breath for a while. The two men were very similar in basic size and build, both were also bachelors and going bald early and burr cut the remainder. The fact that Derry was ‘black as the ace of spades’ and Paul was as WASP as they came didn’t affect their friendship, formed years before when they both worked for Crazy Pork, the group that Paul still worked for.
Since then Derry had done a stint at sea as first officer on a destroyer, now he was back doing DC desk penance for all that fun. They’d drifted back into their old habit of jogging when they got the chance, and having dinner at one or another of DC’s great restaurants every once in a while.
Today Paul was in Washington to chat with his boss at the Crazy Pork offices. Washington was going through one of its anti-pork campaigns and Crazy Pork was on its last legs. Paul was the last contract employee left and he knew he might not be back in DC for a while. He’d miss these morning runs with Derry more than the job.
Of course the Navy was always mixing things up. Derry was romancing his new love, the still unnamed guided missile cruiser CG-103, which he would be taking command of for launch and outfitting. Currently he was at the program office, in six months he’d be at the shipyard in Maine.
Paul tried to push off the regrets, “I thought the mess in Sunatra had blown over. They have a shiny new treaty and constitution that solves their ethnic problem, right?”
Derry snorted, “Sure they do! When has that mattered to these piss pot dictators? My read is that the Admiral General has a long plan, which includes a little ethnic cleansing. He’s using the old wave Filipino settlers and the big Chinese community against the indigenous tribes in the mountains and the émigré Indian community. Redistributing land and wealth and giving the young hotheads an outlet.”
“Why are you so riled up about it Derry?” Paul felt bad about it but Derry seemed a little more upset than simple humanitarianism would explain.
“It looks like a precursor Paul. We never really recovered from 9/11; the Great Recession and the so called War on Terror; and demographics and economics are not on our side. China and India are the up and coming powers. We still spend a lot of money on our military but you know most of it goes to keeping things tamped in Afghanistan and Iraq and the other ‘Stans. Most of our ships, planes and combat vehicles are obsolescent at best and we can’t afford to keep them in the field and upgrade at the same time.”
This was familiar ground; in fact Derry had just reiterated something Paul had pointed out to him years ago. But Derry had started out with another point, “A precursor to what Derry?”
Derry grinned a bit grimly, “The Chinese have been on an upslope for a half century, and I think they, and others, are thinking about flexing their muscles. Just like the great powers used to play the great game, and try out their new toys in border colonies. Like Germany tried out the weapons they took into World War Two in the Spanish Civil War.”
Paul whistled, “Our friends and economic partners the Chinese as the Nazis, Chairman Chien as Hitler? You think the Chinese are playing power politics with Sunatra?”
“Not politically correct am I?” Derry’s mouth twisted ironically. “The Chinese support the Admiral General, did long before they sponsored that sad sack treaty and constitution in the UN. He has an effective, if small, military, with a lot of bang-bang toys for its size, most of them from China’s Noricum. He’s built up a huge intelligence service that has its fingers everywhere in the Pacific.”
They were silent as they passed a couple of female runners, while the two of them were bachelors it was more because of shyness and lack of opportunity rather than anything planned and they both enjoyed looking, even if neither of them could think of a single decent pickup line to save their life.
Paul decided to provoke his friend, “How bad can it be? We’d squash him in a day if he gets too big for his britches.”
Derry almost rose to the bait, “Damned civilian....” then he laughed, “good one Geek boy. I just wish that I thought it’s not what most of the public and politicians think these days.” He grimaced, “He should have been tromped early and hard. Instead we’re playing war games about what we might have to do to rein this asshole in, deployments to Sunatra, the whole nine yards.”
“So, you think the world’s getting a little tipsy again? We’ve hardly had too much peace, by some counts we’ve been at war for twenty five years” Paul asked,
Derry snorted, “We’ve been fighting large scale terrorism and theological thugocracy not a war, and no one remembers what a real war is supposed to be like!”
“You think things might get hairy if we go after this jerk in the sunny South Pacific?”
“Who knows what it might start. Who knows if our politicians will have the balls to make a move, either way we may be screwed. If we do give the finger to the Chinese, what happens if this asshole Admiral General stopped us cold the first day, sank a major warship in a stand up fight? It’s possible the USA would back down, and we’d look like a second rate power.”
Derry scrubbed his head, “I’m probably full of shit, everyone else thinks I’m paranoid.”
“Yeah, but sometimes the bastards really are out to get you.” Paul said quietly.
-o-
Later that day Paul stood in the window of the suites hotel that he stayed in during his trips to DC. Tomorrow he was on his way home to Indiana; he could have taken a flight this afternoon but had been too tired to bother. He wouldn’t be back any time soon, as he’d half expected he’d been called in for a polite last discussion and to hand in his security tags. His SecNet permissions had been canceled and the NavApps on his tablet were now dead icons.
Arms crossed, shoulder propped against the painted concrete wall he stared out the window; it was a modernists view, between two glass and brick low rise towers were more distant hotels, office buildings and some blots of green arched with darkening blue. In its way the view was therapeutic, pulling him out of himself for the long view.
No one, least of all Paul, would have predicted that things would work out this way. He’d blasted through the normally rocky adolescent and teenage years with a rooster tail of academic and sports excellence and really hit his stride in college, six years to a triple masters, electrical and mechanical engineering with technical management. He’d started a company before leaving college and been able to pay his parents and friends back their initial investment after only two years.
The power technology boom had been a wild ride; Paul had made - and lost most of - a fortune during those years. His little company, BladePower, had attracted a lot of interest in a half decade when, stimulated by a couple of breakthroughs in power semiconductor technology, everyone had come to believe that distributed power, fuel cells, micro turbines, wind turbines, photovoltaic and smart power electronics were going to be the saviors of the world - and they probably would be - in another thirty years or so.
When that timing discontinuity had finally sunk in the bubble had burst. BladePower’s backing had drained away almost overnight and in the end he’d been lucky to sell the core IP and the product name to an old guard industrial controls company. They had kept about half of the staff, though not the old management team, especially its twenty-seven year old president.
Paul didn’t really regret the loss of all those millions, he had never really believed in the fantasy stock valuations. He had believed in his dreams and treated his people like family; most of his money had gone to support those men and women as the company spun in.
In the end that had saved what little he had been able to keep, BladePower had survived long enough and had enough of a reputation and sales base to be of some value. The sale of the company had left him with a small nest egg.
Paul could have scraped by without working, but most weeks he put in sixty hours or more because he couldn’t imagine not working, not because he had to. That pot of money allowed him to pick and choose his gigs, a wonderful stress reliever…or it had been.
Being a technological gypsy had been different, fun and glamorous for a while, but the lack of any constants in his life was taking its toll. Most of his friends from BladePower days were off doing their own things these days, he talked with several of them regularly but they rarely had time to meet. With no wife or girlfriend, and his parents happily retired in Arizona, he had no social life to speak of.
With a string of successful projects behind him he had a reputation that was attracting new work all the time, but Paul knew that he was burning out and turning inwards, getting more and more solitary, at times bad tempered and arbitrary. Recently he’d turned one contract down cold for no particularly good reason he could think of now. A few days before he’d chewed out a teammate on one of his other projects for a minor, if stupid, mistake. To many bosses his increasing reputation for finicky nit picking wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. To Paul it was a symptom of deep discontent.
He knew part of it was that he really wanted to find someone to share his life with, but he was damned if he knew how. He’d fallen so low as to try a computerized dating service, which had been close to an unmitigated disaster. He still felt rotten about some of those dates, some of the girls, women, had been very nice, but he simply found it impossible to relate to them.
At times it seemed like he was seeing his life slip out of his hands without leaving an impact. So many people had made it by this age. Here he was, ex-millionaire, ex-CEO, quietly making a living on a few minor technical projects, far from living the wide life he’d dreamed of in his college days. But then he’d found out that his dream would cost others dearly. He could have made a lot more money off BladePower if he’d been willing to ditch his people. He wondered a little bitterly if he’d make the same decision now…he hoped so.
He turned back into the room, and his personal office space. These days people were using panel computers with voice and handwriting recognition more and more. Paul still used a laptop, though with a high end pocketbook so he could take his work with him most places, and he used a scroll screen to expand his workspace. Right now the pocketbook was propped next to the laptop, acting as its main storage system, and his big scroll screen was unrolled on its stand on the coffee table, acting as an auxiliary screen so he could keep his focus work directly in front of him but still be able to mouse over to one of the other applications without having to close and open windows.
Sitting down again he continued to work on a design project he was doing for a wind turbine company out west. He wasn’t deeply involved with the work; the scroll screen had a couple of entertainment feeds, news and a home improvement program, the audio channel was playing a selection of old Dave Mathews tracks. His eyes wandered frequently as he thought and at times he had a hard time keeping on task.
He watched a recap of the last couple of years in the ‘Stans’ bordering Afghanistan; the “war” there was burning itself out in poverty and disease. The UN and NGO’s were doing what they could but, as usual, it was the US that was sending in troops and equipment to keep a lid on the fanatics, bandits and mercenaries. It was like some vast conspiracy knew exactly how to suck the money out of the treasury through the department of defense, sucking till the procurement and development budgets were dry.
Time passed, Paul’s mind spun down various fruitless avenues, he got more and more depressed as he considered the future. A fleeting impulse to go and get drunk recoiled from the thought of flying with a hangover; he’d done it before and regretted it for days. He smiled tightly at himself, always practical, ever boring, that was Paul Richards.
The phone tone sounded, Paul hesitated, debating not answering, but years of conditioning were too strong, he sat down on the couch and tapped the answer button on the computer, a window opened in the corner of the screen and he found himself looking into Cooper Paaly’s blue eyes. Tired blue eyes set in a face that had aged more than the two years since they had last met.
“Hey Paul, it’s been a long time.” Cooper’s voice had aged as well.
The anger Paul had felt for an instant evaporated, “Coop, what the hell happened to you?”
The laugh was almost the old Cooper, “I’ve been burning the candle at both ends for too long as they say, Paul.”
Paul could see that, but, “Where the hell did you get to Cooper? You still owe me a final report and an equipment disposition document. For Christ’s sake, I still have to explain why I have not been able to close your damned contract out every quarter at the review board. Some of that equipment has US Government stickers on it, I’d have let you keep it if you’d have damned well asked, and we might have been able to get you some new funding if you would have damned well finished the contract up the right way.”
Cooper Paaly laughed, “Paul, one of the things I find remarkable about you is your infinite capacity for dealing with the government crap you yourself hate. I’m sorry but I couldn’t deal with it any longer, it was over Paul, I had to continue my work without interruptions and the stuff was mine by right, you just said so. I’d put all my heart and soul and mind into that stuff as well as most of my life. Far more than the paltry money the contract provided. Hell, you and your friends at IBM put in more time and effort than the damned government paid for. And I cannot thank you or them enough.” There was real warmth at the end but a bottomless well of exhaustion as well.
For all his anger at Cooper Paul suddenly realized he still liked him, and was worried about him. As irritating as the old man, scoundrel - and maybe worse - was, he was a unique and wonderful individual, “Cooper you need to take a vacation, you’ve been going at it too hard.” But bubbling beneath the surface was another question, one he couldn’t stop from asking, “Cooper, have you been working on your project,” his voice caught, “did you get it working?”
Cooper’s face lit up, “Paul, mostly I’ve been working on that serendipitous discovery, but we do now have incontrovertible evidence of fusion, lots of helium and heat.” Paaly grimaced, “It’s one of the reasons I called Paul, oddly enough, for what we’re doing now it’s an annoyance we need to get rid of.”
Paul wanted to scream and stamp around, what the hell kind of wild goose chase was Cooper off on now? One of the things that had made Paaly’s escapades supportable was his focus, unlike most PhDs who went wandering down whatever vagrant avenue of investigation piqued their fancy. Until this, whatever this was.
“Paul, don’t give me the sad brown eyed look, I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong. I haven’t gone off on a wild goose chase; I think we can get more Paul. I’m so close - Paul I got the effect to work on a laboratory scale, in that ten Stack you saw - but when I tried to scale it up it didn’t work and I need it to Paul, I need it to.” The big blue eyes pleaded, but for what?
“Cooper I think you should have stayed the course, man we might be on the road for Stockholm by now if you had, I swear we were close, and if what you say is true we must have been damned close.” Paul shook his head in frustration.
“Damn it Paul that Stockholm thing is crap, we can have the stars! I thought that was what you wanted.” There was an irritated rasping snap to the suddenly aged voice.
“It is Cooper, it was, and if what you say is true we have the stars, but that damned prize would be nice as well, it would fix you for life, and validate my dreams, damn it.”
Cooper laughed, “Then come and validate your dreams Paul, I need your help, you were the only person who seemed to have a good grasp of the theory and the practical implementation and how to solve the problems. I need that Paul, I need it now.” He stopped and looked away, “I need it soon, Paul. I’m dying, got an incurable leukemia that will kill me sometime in the next couple of years and I want to know that this worked. That I gave mankind the stars.”
“Oh Jesus, Cooper!” Paul gasped, suddenly choked by tears, knives of grief cutting him, though he was talking to his friend.
They stared at each other for several silent moments as Paul struggled with his mixed up emotions. Cooper seemed to know that he’d said enough, he simply looked out of the screen at Paul. All Paul’s ennui and frustration percolated through his mind, the memory of the excitement of the early days of Coopertek, of BladePower, tore at the dross of his present life, it was no real contest. Caution and reservations nibbled at the edges but his soul was already lost. Paul sighed, “Where are you Cooper? I’ve got a couple of ongoing jobs but I can work on them on the road and juggle end dates.”
Cooper looked almost sheepish, “I’m out west Paul! Look, I found a patron who was willing to let me work and give me the resources. He can arrange a NetJet for tonight; Paul if you’re here tomorrow we can get started, I don’t know how much time I have.”
That irritated Paul; he could suddenly see being manipulated by this for all it was worth - and he’d probably let Cooper get away with it! “Who’s your patron Cooper? I’d have thought he could find a crackerjack team of engineers for you, I’m nothing special.”
Cooper shook his head, “Paul you have a feel for things that most people don’t, I’ll agree you’re not the greatest mathematician in the world, I always check your calculations, but I swear that at times you have a better feel for what is going on than I do, and you’re definitely a great organizer.”
Paul wasn’t quite sure what to think of that little speech but he supposed he’d been strongly complimented, in a way.
Cooper was nodding his head, “Anyway, I see you’re in DC, you still stay at that soulless Suites Hotel there?”
Paul gritted his teeth, “Yes Cooper.”
“I’ll have Richard’s people pick you up there, probably in an hour or so, he has an office somewhere in DC and I’m sure he can get the flight arranged that quick. Anyway, thanks and I’ll see you tomorrow.” The screen blanked.
For a half hour Paul stewed in his DC hotel room as his reservations fed his native caution. Then he found that the number Cooper had called from was blocked so he couldn’t call the old physicist back to ask some more questions. That provoked a swearing fit that shocked Paul into a calmer state of mind and made him realize that the last few years of gradually more and more technically focused work with little real interaction had made him timid, eroded his confidence in his decisions, at least outside of the technical realm. Once he would have never thought about second-guessing himself, at least not until he had enough information to make a more informed decision.
Paul looked around and suddenly he was no longer worrying about the decision. He was still a little angry with himself for letting the old reprobate manipulate him quite so easily and he had reservations, but he needed to go. Packing was no problem; long practice had made him a very light traveler. He was packed and downstairs waiting before the supposed hour was up, he didn’t check out, still half expecting the whole fantasy to evaporate.
The fantasy continued when a limo glided up to the hotel’s front entrance almost exactly on the hour and a tall, broad and very well dressed man got out. Sitting in the hotel waiting area Paul debated the oddly iconic figure’s history, Marines? Secret Service perhaps? The charcoal gray suit and white shirt with red tie seemed like a form of modern armor as the man strode though the sliding glass airlock. Shadowed dark eyes flicked over Paul and fixed on him as the suit came through the front entrance, “Mr. Richards?”
Paul nodded, the icon continued, “I’m from Aristide Industries Mr. Richards, I was asked to pay your bill here and escort you to a NetJet flight that will take you to one of our facilities.” The voice was perfect, cool, collected, precise, faintly southern, a little clipped. The man had the agent bit down to perfection.
Paul admired it while shrugging, “I can pay my own bill, it’s on the US Government anyway and they’ll get upset if something strange happens.”
The dark eyes surveyed Paul and the large square head bobbed, “If you say so Mr. Richards, are you ready?”
“I need to check out, didn’t want to leave myself without a room for the night if Paaly suddenly had a PhD attack before arranging all this.” This faint jape got absolutely no response. Paul smiled anyway and went and checked out.
Other than the driver the limo ride was ordinary enough, though being delivered out onto the apron was new. He had flown NetJets before; he provided his FlySafe ID to the concierge and climbed aboard.
The pilot was a slim middle aged blonde with a nice smile. “Welcome aboard Mr. Richards, I’m Sarah Chaffey, the pilot, I work for NetJets.” The grin was almost elfin, “We have a contract with Aristide industries to carry people around as needed, and I guess you’re needed.”
“So it would appear, can you tell me where I’m needed, I wasn’t told.” He tried to make it sound normal and she didn’t act surprised.
“Primus Junction, Utah, back of the behind of never, been there a couple of times for Aristide. They’re building a big canal to carry water out of the mountains to some valley everyone thinks will be some kind of new millennium city and bread basket,” she shrugged, stepping aside and waving him up the stairs, “Looks like interesting work while it lasts. You ready to go?”
Paul lifted his two bags, “This is it, I hope they have a Wal-Mart in Primus Junction.”
“No, but it’s only about four hours to Salt Lake City by car, they have all the mod cons there,” she chuckled, as she came up the stairs after him.
He spent most of the flight asleep after half an hour with his pocketbook rearranging his life for the next few weeks.
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Primus Junction, Utah
Paul slept till the landing at Primus Junction, Utah; it was a smooth landing but the sudden deceleration woke him up. The aircraft swung off the runway and braked to a stop very quickly. It was late evening now and he couldn’t see much as he climbed down the airstair. There were some widely spaced lights, a couple of hangars, several single engine planes, one high wing twin and a cinder block building, that seemed to be about it.
“Have a good night Mr. Richards; someone will pick you up at the operations building.”
“Thanks Sarah, nice smooth flight, I caught up on some sleep.” He waved as she pulled up the door plus steps. The plane was going to hop over to Salt Lake City for a morning flight.
The man in a reflective vest waved him towards the operations building still focused on the jet. The turbines started to wind up as Paul crossed a yellow line near the building and to his right he saw the sweep of headlights in the parking lot.
Paul strolled towards the lights, when he got there he found a smallish man with a beard standing next to the open door of the SUV. There was a flash of teeth, “Paul Richards?” Without waiting for a reply, he went on, “I’m Cliff Samson, and I’ve arranged overnight accommodations.” The voice was light with a hint of what one might call a western accent but it was also irritated.
“Uh, thanks!” Paul smiled back, though he wasn’t completely sure that had been a smile.
“Do you have any more baggage? It’s late and my wife will wait up for me and I have to be up early, doing the Lord’s work.”
Paul kept his shrug inside, it took all sorts, he climbed into the front passenger seat of the big hybrid. Cliff Samson was already in the driver’s seat, the picture of impatience.
The dome lights showed that he was broad, fair skinned and red haired, the flash of teeth again, a cross between a smile and a grimace, “Sorry if I’m a bit abrupt, I’m the Project Manager of the Paaly project.” A sigh, “Dr. Paaly pulled you out of his hat rather at the last minute I’m afraid, so I’m a bit frazzled. God forgive me, I got a little angry with Cooper.” He was shaking his head as the big Ford accelerated forward.
Paul snorted, “Join the club, I’ve never liked anyone as much or been as angry with anyone as much as I have with that old reprobate.”
The flash of teeth, “I’m glad to know it’s not just me, Mr. Richards.”
“Call me Paul if you would.”
“I’m Cliff, Paul.” The words and intonation were a lot less stilted.
“You said you’re the project manager on the Paaly project, could you tell me what that is Cliff?” Paul asked quietly as they turned out onto a gravel road that disappeared into a distant infinity.
“Sorry Paul, no; Cooper said you’d ask and he told me he wanted to intro you himself. He’s a demon on security is our Dr. Paaly.” Samson sighed.
Paul gritted his teeth for a moment then began to laugh, “Oh yes, yes he is Cliff, he is the devil himself at times.” This got him a slightly outraged look from the other man but no further comment. Paul leaned back and watched the road unwind.
-o-
Paul rolled out of bed early, feeling good, it was eight o’clock as far as his internal clock was concerned and he’d slept most of the way here so he was fairly well rested. The room was standard, they seemed to build all low cost hotels the same these days and there were few options. This hotel had been built and was run by one of the big chains, but it had been built to service the workers on the canal project, the headquarters of which were in Primus Junction. Paul wondered what connection, if any, there was between the canal project and Cooper’s work. The only one he could image was power generation, though from what he had heard the canal was for irrigation.
Cliff was going to pick him up in a little over an hour and take him up to the ‘Project’, but Paul had time for a run. He got dressed quickly and headed out, the air was startlingly cold, reminding him that this was desert. He hesitated as he walked out; maybe he should put on leggings and a jacket. In the end he simply couldn’t be bothered so he started out heading for the center of town. He passed through it and came out the other side without really realizing he had passed the center of town.
It was obvious that Primus Junction was actually pretty old, some of the houses looked like late Victorian period. There must have been something here because a few of the homes were actually fairly large. He went over two streets when he had the option and ran back and it was obvious how small a town it was because this was a gravel road and some of the lots on the west side of the street stretched off to the horizon with no sign of habitation.
As he neared what he now realized was the center of town he approached what he at first took to be a small forest on the west side. Getting closer he realized that it was actually a small cluster of fairly modern buildings surrounded by trees, on the ‘town’ side were some fairly large buildings, with a sign: PRIMUS TECHNICAL INSTITUTE
The sign was on one of the newer buildings but Paul saw PTI cut into the brick of an older one; obviously the Institute was doing OK. As Paul passed the older building he saw another jogger, a young woman who flashed him a sweet smile as they passed. Paul felt the old confused embarrassment and the flicker of anger at his inability to do more than duck his head in response.
He saw the tarmac end in gravel again up ahead, just past the next street. A big black and white SUV slid around a corner ahead, Paul saw the officer inside give him the eye but nodded in friendly recognition. He had no acquaintance with the police other than the ones he’d talked to when his pretty toy of a sports car had been stolen during the spin down of his company. They - and the insurance company - had thought he’d been pulling a scam on them. He hadn’t and the insurance had paid in the end, but they probably still thought he had gotten away with something. Though he’d been hurt and furious at the time he couldn’t really blame them, in retrospect he could see that it looked suspicious, even though he’d done nothing. The four-wheel drive drifted down the road and out of sight.
Paul ran until he came to what looked like the last cross street, then turned and crossed the ‘main’ road finding this side of town was a little more built out. There were more streets out this way and there was a mixture of small businesses as well as houses.
At the edge of town Paul came to a fenced and graveled enclosure with neat rows of the prefab office huts set up around an older brick office block and couple of big corrugated metal structures that had to be warehouses. Even this early there was some movement. Passing the guarded front gate Paul saw the big sign that confirmed his suspicion; Aristide Industries was printed in large red letters on a pale gold background.
He jogged back to the main road at the end of town and slowed to a fast walk. He’d seen a restaurant in the center of town, in a small row of shops on a plank walk that looked somehow out of place. The faux Wild West fascia only stretched a couple of hundred feet and looked like something the locals had done to attract some business off of the secondary highway that ran through the center of town.
There was a line of battered pickups and SUVs parked in front of the diner as well as the police cruiser he’d seen earlier, at least he assumed it was the same one. This didn’t seem like a town that would have more than the one.
The hotel didn’t even have a so-called continental breakfast on offer, or much more than a coffee machine in the vending area, so he stopped at the diner and walked in.
The five men and two women at the counter and the tall brunette behind the counter all looked up as he walked in and Paul almost stopped under the impact of their combined gazes. There was no overt hostility, at least not after the first instant that might have been a figment of his imagination. He walked towards an empty stool at the end of the bar and the waitress drifted towards him, her face professionally friendly.
He smiled, “Good morning, I’d like a cup of coffee and a couple of slices of white toast with butter, no preserves?”
“Sure thing,” she smiled politely in response, “Passing through?”
“Kind of, I’m here for a couple of weeks to help a friend of mine on a project he’s doing.”
She glided away to get his coffee and start the toast, dropping the slices in the toaster herself.
The other patrons had gone back to talking quietly or drinking or eating, the policeman at the end of the bar climbed to his feet with a big thermos cup that the waitress had just filled. He leaned over the bar and she delivered a sharp peck on the lips and a smile, “Drive safe hon.”
“Always do sweets, see you later.” He was a tall man, the very picture of the western Sheriff.
He stopped at the end of the bar looking down on Paul, “Saw you earlier, enjoying the morning?”
“Yes officer, it’s kind of crisp, not like DC in the morning.”
A faint raising of the eyebrows, “You from Washington?”
“Yeah, I work part time for the Navy, riding herd on contractors, a friend of mine called me to come out and give him a hand on something.”
The big head nodded, “Good, well hope things go well.” He smiled faintly and went out.
Paul’s coffee had appeared, he put in the half and half and sweetener he preferred and drank it. It was nothing special but not dishwater or hyper-strong. The toast was the same, reasonable quality basics made up competently. He enjoyed it, the refill was as good as the first, then he was out of time, he paid his check and headed out, at a fast walk after eating.
When Cliff pulled up in the big Ford hybrid Paul was waiting with his work case, Cliff looked at that, “Sorry, I forgot to tell you that we’ve got a room for you up at the base, I just hadn’t the time to arrange it with housekeeping last night.”
Paul shrugged and got his things while Cliff paid the tariff.
They headed out of town the way they had come the night before. About two miles out of town they came to a big turnoff that led onto another road, Cliff nodded ahead, “We’re actually driving almost on top of the canal now Mr. Richards, this is the construction road, though when we’re done it’ll be called a state highway.”
They barreled down the very straight road at something like eighty, Paul looked out, at times he could see the line of the canal off to the left as the ground undulated, a long berm following the road, in this kind of climate no one built uncovered canals any longer. In fact the government was now spending billions covering several that had been built in the middle of the previous century. Beyond, the ground rose to steep, high bluffs they had crossed last night soon after leaving the airport. Primus Junction lay in a dry valley between that line of bluffs and the rising foothills of the Primus Range that bulked to the west. There was grass and scrub and small low lying woods, startlingly green, and there were fields of colorful flowers in folds in the ground, the result of spring showers. Ahead on the right, another bluff rose like the prow of a ship, splitting the valley in two.
After ten minutes the road suddenly ended, or the paving did, the paving equipment was parked on the side waiting for the orders to go, in front stretched a broad gravel road. Cliff slowed to about sixty. Ahead on the right Paul saw a big industrial facility rising out of the floor of the dramatically narrower canyon they were now in. As they drove past, Paul saw a concrete plant and some other types of nondescript industrial facilities. On the far side was a huge staging yard containing immense concrete shapes, big round cornered concrete sections that had to be twenty feet tall and thirty wide on the inside. The complex looking joints and some pre-installed piping in the sidewalls were impressive.
Cliff pointed, “Sections of the canal pipe, the fabrication plant was set up here, about midway, because there’s a source of water and good quality sand nearby. The railway runs through here as well.” The SUV took a little air as they went over the physical reality of that comment a lot faster than Paul would have.
A mile further on there was a turnoff that they took to the right, heading straight for the bluff on that side. The ground rose in a long deceptively shallow slope for a half a mile and then the ground dropped away, hidden behind this glacis was a little town.
Paul had seen the steeple of the town’s central church as soon as they turned off and had been debating as to what it was. The road they were on passed to the right of the town along the lip of the rise that hid it from the outside. Paul could look down; it was like something out of a nineteen fifties propaganda piece. The town was laid out on a perfectly regular grid around a central park, on one side of which was what looked like a school and on the other the big church. The other two sides had what looked like stores. All of the houses were single story ranches, looking like they had come off a production line - which they might have - Paul realized they looked like they could be prefabs.
“What’s this Cliff?”
“It’s where I live Mr. Richards, a village some of us have established for ourselves, most of us work in the research facility that Aristide Industries has established here, instead of driving back and forth to Primus Junction proper we started a little town of our own. Figure that with the New Valley project and the new city this will be a nice location for the long run.” There was something vaguely stilted about that comment, and something oddly impermanent about the stolid little village below.
“Oh.” Was about the only response that Paul could come up with, he could think of a lot of questions but decided that he didn’t want to ask them here and now, instead, he asked a question that perhaps he should have asked before, “Where are we going?”
“Aristide Industries owns most of this area other than what the canal authority will own and our little town, the research center’s up in a hollow in the bluff ahead.”
The road turned sharply, passed a serious looking guard shack whose armed occupant waved them past, then headed up a steep cut in the side of the plateau. There was a concrete sided ditch for runoff, but the other side of the ditch was also concreted, almost as if it was designed for some large vehicle to climb up here.
The road came out on the top after a steep climb. There was a spectacular long view of desert and distant mountains for a few moments and then they dipped into a steep sided hollow. Suddenly and rather startlingly a neat and modern corporate campus surrounded them. On one side was a glass and native stone two-story office block, further along were more of the same then machine shops and a high bay fabrication shed. To the right was what looked like a two story hotel-cum-lodge, apparently the living quarters Cliff had mentioned earlier. There were a lot of small trees and bushes and some grass; surrounded by the reddish rock walls it was picturesque and a bit otherworldly.
The road continued wide and concreted up to the fabrication shed. There wasn’t a lot of movement around it right now but neither did it look abandoned, it had an expectant air. Cliff pulled up into a parking space in front of the office building. Sprinkled along the row of slots were five ZEVs, battery powered sons of golf carts, all plugged in.
The glass door on the front of the building opened and Cooper Paaly strode out with his arms outstretched. Paul couldn’t help himself from hopping out and striding over to meet his aging friend with a big hug. After that first silent greeting he stood back and looked Cooper over, the tall spare frame was skinnier than ever and the face was definitely old now, though the glow of the unquenchable fire burnt in his eyes. Paul tried to think of something to say.
Cooper smiled warmly, “It’s good to see you again Paul, it hurt me a great deal to have to cut myself off from you and I missed your insight and your constant prodding.”
Paul shook his head, “Let’s drop that Coop, we’ll never agree about the necessity of it. Still, I agree that it’s good to see you, you old reprobate, damn it, I realize now why I’ve been getting stale lately, I’ve not had you to yell at.” Paul found he was grinning up at the taller man.
The big physicist smiled down and then glanced over Paul, his face shifted a little, it wasn’t exactly unfriendly but it was cool, “Morning Cliff, thanks for picking Paul up for me.”
“You’re welcome Dr. Paaly, I’ll see you later, after you’ve introduced Paul to the problem,” there was a coolness in the other man’s voice as well and Cliff walked around them and into the building.
With a sigh Cooper watched Cliff’s stiff back vanish. “He’s a good man, but he’s angry with me for getting Richard to call on you. He wants a team of top people called in but Richard agrees with me that the problem requires insight, not a committee, and the longer we keep this under wraps the more chance we have of keeping some control over the technology.”
“I don’t know Coop, Cliff sounds like he might have the right idea. You know that most of the time you’re better off letting a breakthrough technology out and then building on what others do with it. Maybe if this were a new Coca Cola I’d understand, but this is a complex and very broad impact technology that will break and make industries Cooper. Trying to keep it locked up is pointless and even counterproductive.” He and Cooper stared at each other, one of their old conflicts alive almost in the instant of their reunion.
Cooper shook his head, “Maybe Paul, maybe, but it’s my technology, and now Richard Aristide’s.”
That shut Paul up as Cooper turned towards the building, waving Paul to follow. That last comment had been very atypical of Cooper, who had never been willing to share before, what had made that change he wondered?
-o-
Paul stared around him in some surprise. They’d walked through the office building and out the back, into the cliff behind. Apparently the office building was almost a window dressing for the main part of the operation, which was buried in a network of tunnels driven into the sandstone body of the bluff. The walls, floor and ceiling were all smoothly finished and the network of ducts and pipes running along the ceiling on one side of the tunnel was very neatly done. It was a very impressive facility, almost too impressive.
“Nice digs hey?” joked Cooper as he led Paul forward. At last they stopped and Paul stared again. The room was quite broad and tall with reinforced concrete walls, not the raw red sandstone of the bluff. Its layout was very much like the work area at Coopertek’s condo office, even down to the location of the Stack. The major difference was the way the Stack was connected, now there were two very large bore pipes connected to it with stainless steel bellows and it was connected to the floor with what looked like heavy shock mounts. There was also heavy power cable running into the chamber.
“What the hell, Cooper?” Paul waved at the chamber.
“I told you I found an anomaly Paul. Serendipity Paul, at its apex God laughing at us all.” Cooper’s voice was hoarse all of a sudden as he stared at the chamber with an avid expression.
Paul made to speak, Cooper Paaly held up his hand, “No, watch Paul, watch.” The tall gangling figure moved to a computer workstation at one side with a very new and big tablet display. He tapped the screen a couple of times and then scribbled his name on it when it flashed crimson. The display changed to show an instrument interface and Cooper tapped on several virtual buttons. He turned back to Paul and pointed at the chamber, “Watch.”
Looking closely Paul realized the chamber was literally chained to the floor with four stout sections of stainless steel links. As he watched in growing disbelief the chains shifted, the shock mounts relaxed then separated from the floor until there was a ‘thunk’ and a bobble as the chains reached the end of their slack. The bellows were now extended a good foot from where they had been and the windows in the chamber emitted a faint blue light.
There was a faint sound, the rushing noise of the gas handling system feeding the chamber and a growling snarl that was unfamiliar and a little chilling. Paul realized that the world was narrowing down as his mind fought to comprehend the incomprehensible. The chamber weighed at least half a ton, probably more, but there it sat, a good foot off the ground, quite obviously unconnected to anything that could have lifted it.
Cooper was there holding his arm, Paul realized he was swaying, his hands were ice cold and there was a faint internal whine overlying what he could hear, “The stars Paul, we have the stars. This is what I saw three years ago, in the middle of the night! I was at my wits end with that Stack we had decided was never going to work and I fed it power and more power, just trying to get it to do something!” A pause as he relived that moment, a chuckle, “And it did! The whole damned chamber started to slide sideways and rotate, and I realized it was no longer resting on the floor Paul! The damn thing nearly flipped over but I killed the power and it settled back down, three feet and almost ninety degrees away from where it started!”
“Jesus Christ Paaly! Why the hell didn’t you tell me, you damned maniac? We’d have been in Stockholm last year, you’ve gotta have broken every goddamned law in physics, it’s all out the blasted window! Don’t you know that? And you gave us the stars! What the hell have you been playing at?” Paul wanted to choke the life out of the tall idiot.
“Stockholm, Stockholm, always goddamned Stockholm with you? What is this fixation with the Nobel Prize, Paul? Somebody gore your ox or something?” Paaly sounded angry, which was unusual for him. The big physicist usually rode out the rages his behavior caused in others with placid unconcern.
Paul almost let his rage carry him on but Cooper’s comment had a lot of truth in it. To a large degree he was simply letting habit put words in his mouth, he had no real interest in the Nobel Prize, though the Navy’s Research office pinged him about it once a year, they’d funded Nobel Prize winning research in the past and it always looked good when reporting back to Congress.
He took a long deep cleansing breath and gazed blankly at the ceiling for a long moment before looking back at the chamber to make sure he wasn’t imagining things, then “Cooper this is really amazing but what do you want me for? You have everything you ever dreamed of here, what good is a second rank systems engineer going to do you?”
Cooper sighed, “Always the pragmatist at bottom and you never recognize your own genius. Paul, the problem is that I cannot make it scale, I thought I could, I thought I had it done, two times - but each time when we build the bigger Stacks I get a lot of heat and a burnt out Stack. And I cannot get the fusion Stack to work - and I need both of them Paul - the lift Stack and the power Stack - or I don’t have a system.”
-o-
Late that night Paul sat with his head on his hands thinking about a lot of things. An issue niggling at his mind was quite what was going on here in this hidden research facility. It seemed very focused on Cooper’s work and yet that made no sense. This facility, or at least a lot of it, had been here for some years. And who would have sunk the millions into building this place on the off chance that Cooper’s incredible discovery could be turned from startling parlor trick to practical propulsion system in a very short time? Having thought about that issue from all sorts of directions before, he very consciously set it aside and looked at the technical problem.
Some of what was being worked on was still a confused jumble to Paul. With much more money to work with Cooper had split his effort in two. One line was looking at the Paaly effect and trying to refine it, the other trying to get the fusion Stack to work. The two designs had diverged rather radically and the interior of the thrust Stack design no longer looked a lot like the designs Paul had worked with before.
What Cooper had discovered, again purely by accident, was that the molecule sized spin rings in the reactor, when they collapsed, formed a temporary artificial Monopole. The Monopole was a super massive fundamental particle, much more massive than a neutron, with a magnetic ‘charge’ of either North or South. It had been a holy grail of some physicists for the better part of half a century but had never been spotted until now. Maybe not even now, Coop thought that what was being created was an ephemeral doppelganger, but it certainly acted like the real thing.
Cooper had quickly decided that the thrust Stack could look very different from one optimized for fusion power generation since the ring collapse that got the best Monopole generation was far from what their models said would be good for fusion. Paaly had given up on fusion in the thrust Stacks and converted to Argon, a much easier gas to work with. He had also radically modified the Stack design; there were no MHD generators. Now there was a much-simplified array of spin ring chambers on the various curving plasma feed manifolds, tens of thousands of little chambers in each sandwich section.
The thrust Stack, as Cooper had demonstrated, was quite predictable. From what he and his team had told Paul the system was remarkably reliable, and up to a certain power level it was quite efficient, converting something like eighty percent of the input energy into an equivalent amount of thrust. At the upper end of the power range the Stack was hard to keep cool and the efficiency rapidly fell away. Since they had no good theoretical model as to what was going on in the first place it was impossible to ‘design’ a solution. Instead they were varying parameters on several chambers and doing runs to see what effects the changes had, expensive and so far fruitless. They’d tried to increase gas flow rate and pressure but that had little effect. There was a team working on water-cooling the system but Cooper had his doubts and Paul thought it a fool’s quest, at least for now.
Looking at the design of the thrust Stack and looking back on the work it was rather amazing that their small team had been able to design the complex pattern that was etched into the silicon plates. But then that was like the job of a RAM memory designer, you did the complex stuff once and then just replicated it a million times across the plate. And the Paaly Stack, as remarkable as it was, was really quite simple in comparison to a modern computer chip.
They had spent a lot of time trying to get the coherent spin rings to fuse. With the new, expensive instruments available, Paul and Cooper’s conviction that they had succeeded had been confirmed, though the output was miserably low in any practical sense. What he had never known until today was that this other oddball effect was at work. The effect had remained hidden because the Gen I design had produced equal numbers of north and south poles, which had canceled themselves out. By chance they had designed the Gen II slices to produce all North poles. But also by chance all the early Gen II Stacks had been assembled in the same orientation, so that any reaction force generated had been pushing down into the floor, hiding the effect as well as the first design had.
Back at Coopertek, by accident, Coop had started to build the last one ‘upside down.’ When he realized he’d simply decided to continue rather than tear down five days of work and start again.
Without that simple ‘mistake’ it was quite likely that the Paaly effect as Cooper called it with typical assured arrogance, would have remained hidden, probably for a very long time since theoretical physics was probably decades, if not centuries, from developing a theory that would have predicted the effect, and the experimental physicists were off exploring along other avenues these days.
Shaking his head over the thrust Stack and its problems he turned his thoughts back to the fusion Stack. These results were even more puzzling. Cooper had fabbed the Gen III design that they had come up with after the ‘failure’ of the Gen II. He had apparently been pretty convinced it was going to work, which didn’t surprise Paul. Cooper was always convinced the next design would finally work. It was the only way the big man could possibly have kept going all these years; he simply discarded past failures and charged forward.
But the Gen III Stacks had failed to do much more than generate more excess helium and get hot. With the expensive detectors now available they could detect other fusion byproducts from the relatively ‘soft’ thermonuclear reactions inside the chamber so they knew that fusion was taking place, but the output power had never blipped more than a hair above the ‘recuperative’ level the MHD generators always produced. Looking at the data Paul could see that it was possible to read it as being above that level, but it could be interpreted other ways as well.
Paul shifted to look over at the old physicist. Cooper was leaning back in his chair, eyes closed, mouth open, snoring softly. Paul dropped his chin back onto his fists which were sitting, one on top of the other, to provide him a little bit of altitude. He looked at the unit cells of the two designs, his thoughts spiraled into a confused half dream, his eyes crossed and his hands slipped, he cursed softly as he almost landed chin first on the table. He pulled himself erect and looked at the paperwork again. All these years of development in displays and it still came down to doodling on paper printouts sometimes!
He leaned back and closed his eyes and tried to think, perhaps to nap, sleep might be welcome at this point. His mind floated, pieces of data from the past and from briefings earlier in the day flowed back and he pictured what was going on. He was half asleep again when an image and an answer came to him, almost literally in a flash. His eyes popped open and he stared down, wanting to giggle. It all made sense; he could see why the new design appeared better up to a certain point, and then failed. The data was there but Cooper had charged past his data, as was his tendency when in the grips of a major effort, and none of the people in his team were working on the theory, or if they were they were way down in the details.
Paul could imagine the collapsing coherent ring suddenly leaping upwards under the impulse of the slice magnets and shattering against the top of the spin chamber. The holes in the original slices had provided vastly more time for reaction. Conversion efficiency might be higher than ninety percent up to a much higher power level.
Paul found he was wide awake and staring intensely at the rock wall, he reached for one of the tablets Cooper had brought out and tapped in some commands. He looked over some results and some charts and tables. He pulled up MathCAD and looked at the design and assembly numbers for the various Stacks that had been put together and the screwball results they had gotten in a couple of instances.
The image came back; he saw the coherent ring again, this time in the fusion reactor. As energy was input from the magnetic field the ring collapsed tighter and tighter, spinning faster and faster. The nuclei were moving at a large fraction of light speed just before fusion. But in his mind he saw the rings stuttering and almost going chaotic as the energy was input into them. This latest generation was more powerful and the excitation much quicker. They had long ago decided that the rings probably collapsed in a series of ‘quantized’ steps. If some of the original, long discarded thoughts were in fact right, the new system was pumping too much energy in too fast.
Paul looked fondly at the tall man shaking his head with a faint smile he whispered, “Cooper you idiot, you never learn from your little mistakes.”
Looking at his friend Paul grimaced, Cooper was aging almost visibly with his tragic illness, and he needed his rest. Paaly had wrapped a big throw rug around himself earlier, but it had slipped off in his sleep. Paul pulled it back up around the thin shoulders and tried to make sure it would not slip off again. The chair Cooper was in was a big overstuffed recliner where he had obviously slept before. Paul tried to make sure the old man was as comfortable as possible then walked down the tunnel for the exit. Cliff had shown him his comfortable little room during lunchtime; it was in the building across the narrow hollow.
There was a very wide man standing in the entrance vestibule as Paul came out of the tunnel. He was dressed in the black fatigues and jacket typical of modern police special operations or high-end security services and had a handgun in a quick draw holster. The man’s earboom was attached with one of the ‘tactical’ bands and had a wire down to what looked like a military radio rather than a phone. The security officer and Paul exchanged looks. The big man nodded politely, “Mr. Richards.”
Paul looked for a nametag but there was none, “Officer?”
The other nodded, “Mr. Sampson told us you’d be around, are you likely to be pulling all nighters frequently Mr. Richards?”
“It’s par for the course in this line of work I’m afraid, is there a problem?”
The big man shrugged, “Security is pretty tight here Mr. Richards, it’s not a good idea to go wandering around at night. Mr. Aristide has some really important stuff going on and we’re tasked with protecting it, we take that very seriously.” The threat was gentle but pointed enough.
Paul was a little angry, a little upset, but he’d done some stints around the nuke’s and the black program offices a few times. This guy was actually pretty civilized, “OK, message received, I’d like to get some sleep, do I need an escort?” He tried to keep his voice from getting snide.
He almost succeeded, the big guard didn’t take the faint hint amiss, there was even a glint of amusement, “No Mr. Richards go on ahead, just make sure you stay in the open.”
Paul nodded and headed for his bed, wondering what it was that Mr. Aristide was so protective of.
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Breakthrough
The next day Paul made use of the little exercise center in the hostel instead of running, he much preferred the open air but he needed to find out if there was a trail he could follow without being tackled by very large people in black outfits. He was late and wasn’t done with his shower until nine thirty. By then the breakfast buffet in the hostels atrium sitting area was stale but acceptable, and the coffee was quite good, if beginning to lose its heat in the pump carafe. He wasn’t too worried since he was all but certain that Cooper wouldn’t be up until ten or later. Paul and Cooper had done many late nights together in the past and the academic had never pushed himself out of bed the day after until he was good and ready.
Paul was sitting alone reading the latest news on his tablet after having pulled down a feed from WNN via his satellite internet connection, Cliff Samson’s shadow was a bit of a shock, “Hey Cliff, how’s the morning?”
“Not badly God be thanked. I left you and Dr. Paaly alone yesterday; I thought he could brief you on our status much better alone. Do you have any questions for me now?” The small sandy haired man seemed a little more relaxed today.
“What does Aristide Industries get out of this research Cliff? I mean I looked you up, construction, shipping, oil exploration, not energy generation or any high tech stuff?”
“I’m afraid Mr. Aristide would have to answer that one Mr. Richards, but it would seem obvious that transportation and the oil industry might both change rather radically if we are successful and Mr. Aristide’s always been on the leading edge of change.” The voice was very flat.
Paul nodded, “I guess so. The other question is, is there somewhere I can run without getting jumped by Aristide Security? Because if there isn’t I’d like to request the use of a rental car so I can stay at the hotel in Primus Junction and run in the morning, the exercise room’s OK for a day or so but I need to stretch out more. I think better that way.”
Sampson’s bushy reddish eyebrows rose, “I don’t know about either one of those options Mr. Richards. Could you give me today to work on it?”
“Fine Cliff, call me Paul would you?” This Mr. Richards thing was getting old fast.
The flash of teeth again, “As you wish Paul. Dr. Paaly probably won’t be up for a while, I can take you up to the top of the bluff for a walk around if you’d like? The view is rather good.”
“Sounds great Cliff.” Paul stood up, slipped his slate away and flipped his leather satchel onto his back.
The walk up the cliff made Paul’s legs ache; he figured this would be a good exercise in itself if he could do it a couple of times. Up on top it was, as Cliff had said, spectacular, he could look down into the canyon where the road and canal wound past. The concrete plant and the little town were both laid out like maps below. This bluff was higher than the edge of the valley and from here he could see to the horizon in that direction. Variations in red, brown and gray with hints of green though it looked pretty desolate. Turning the other way the mountains rose in purple gray majesty with white-capped peaks, spectacular and distant. The cool air, utterly clear blue sky, red rock and desert vegetation made this at once peaceful and lonely - but it was a loneliness that filled the soul, not emptied it.
“Wow Cliff, this is absolutely spectacular, incredible! Up here I almost feel like I could be an artist, all sorts of thoughts bursting out!” Paul grinned at the shorter man.
Cliff’s pale blue eyes looked back with a quizzical glint, “I like the view but it’s a bit desolate for me.” He smiled faintly, “Grew up in Akron, Ohio, lots of farmland, lots of green except during the middle of the summer, guess I miss the trees and the grass.”
Paul smiled, “Another Midwesterner! I was born and grew up in Indiana, live in Indianapolis these days. It’s a nice city, fairly inexpensive and it’s actually pretty easy to get almost anywhere in the country from there.”
Cliff nodded, “Been there, nice town, goodly percentage of God fearing folks.”
Paul didn’t quite know how to respond to this, so he didn’t.
They walked along a path in the rock that wound past four little bungalows set down in the rock. They were almost hard to see, except for the windows. Cliff pointed to the second one they passed, “Dr. Paaly lives there, or he does when he’s not in the labs or the shops. One of the others is occupied by our chief architect and the other two are empty right now. We had expected to have more people up here by now but the project’s behind schedule.”
“The...ah...Paaly project?” Paul asked quietly.
“Yes Paul, the Paaly project.”
These folks had sunk some serious money into this effort, very early on. But then Paul realized he’d almost been ready for what he’d seen yesterday morning. Mr. Aristide had probably fallen over in a dead faint when he saw it the first time. That floating chamber might well have a very salutary effect on some industrialist’s purse strings - though this location was odd, very odd really.
They continued past the apartments admiring the view and then back down a steep path and stairs to the back of the hostel, “Cliff, is that public enough? I could just do that loop a couple of times for my jogging, if it would be acceptable?”
Cliff looked a little surprised but pleased, “I’ll let security know, but that would be fine Paul, as far as I’m concerned.”
They walked through the office into the tunnels chatting about the weather, sports, which Paul followed mainly so he could have unobjectionable things to chat about. Paul waved at the tunnel, “Why drive this tunnel into the bluff? I’d have thought it would have been easier to add onto the buildings outside, it looks like you have enough space for a couple more two or three story buildings?”
Cliff shrugged, “It’s quieter and easier to shield some things in here Paul, and it keeps the hollow from getting too cluttered. Mr. Aristide likes things to look good.”
That sounded like a practiced half-truth to Paul, or the truth without the bite. It was also easier to hide things this way. Suddenly Paul wondered how many people worked here and what other kinds of projects were underway. It looked like most of the rooms at the hostel were full and that was at least sixty people, plus people from the village at the foot of the plateau. That could easily supply hundreds, though most probably worked on the Canal project.
Cooper was in the lab when they got there. He looked tired, his shoulders drooped and his hair looked uncombed from his sleep, though he was wearing different clothes. He glanced up and smiled at them, a tired smile, “Good morning young men! Good morning; I hope you both had a good night’s sleep?”
Paul nodded, excitement suddenly building in his chest as he let his thoughts about what to do today come to the fore, “Good morning Cooper, I think the question should be for you, I hope you got a good night’s sleep?”
The tall man shrugged, “As well as can be expected Paul, as well as can be expected thank you. We talked a lot yesterday; do you want to talk some more today? Do you have any thoughts?”
“Cooper, you said you had some other Stacks set up, some for thrust, some for power, can you show them to me and run down the setups with me?”
The physicist eyed Paul calmly, “Yes, and then you tell me what you want to do?”
“Maybe, Coop maybe.” Paul grinned.
There was a small cross tunnel and then another long gallery, in this gallery were a line of identical chambers, Cliff had been leading the way, “We built all the systems identically even though the power Stacks shouldn’t need the coolant gas flow, it was easier and cheaper.”
And indeed Paul could see they were all identical up to the hold down chains. The units at the far end had hydrogen sniffers and various pieces of safety equipment set up to make sure there was no disaster. Contrary to its reputation hydrogen was actually fairly safe to work with, if treated with respect; the safety equipment was part of that respect.
Cliff pointed at the end chamber, “That has the latest Gen III Stack we built up in it; we’ve run it at low power but never high enough to damage it,” he sighed, “all the others are at least degraded, one of them is scheduled for a complete strip down.”
Paul walked to the end chamber, “Can I play Cooper?” He could see that the instrumentation interface was familiar, though it looked much cleaner and there was an Aristide Industries logo across the top of the screen, the Confidential Info flags on the side and bottom of the screen was a familiar Paaly touch.
“Sure Paul, you know the drill, I think your old password is probably in the user base even.” Cooper said cheerfully, Cliff looked a little disturbed at that.
Paul tapped the initiation button and scribbled his ID and password sigil on the screen with his finger. There was a brief pause and the grayed out instrument faces lit up. The control interface had a lot of options, many of them left over from the years of experimentation. He checked to see if some of it was still active, it was and the wiring to the chamber still enabled what he wanted to do.
He could feel Cooper and Cliff watching over his shoulder as he started setting up the run. The chamber was actually pumped down right now but the small amount of gas inside was Argon, he flushed that out and backfilled with hydrogen. If his suspicion was correct they might have to redesign so they could overpressure with hydrogen, but this was fine for now, he checked how quickly he could increase and decrease the hydrogen pressure.
He checked to make sure he had control over the pinch magnets; the swirl magnets were not controllable. A quick check showed that he could also still control the big electromagnets that defined the ‘bread’ of the ‘sandwich’. They pulsed very powerfully to provide the pulse of energy that ignited the microscopic swirls into fusion. In some of the designs they had worked on the big magnets had been fixed to simplify the design, these were still controllable, which was good since he suspected that he was going to need that control.
At last he nodded, “Ready?” He glanced around, Cooper’s eyes were hooded, typical of the tall man when he was deep in thought, but he nodded immediately.
Paul tapped in a command that started the process. Deep in the Stack gas started flowing, in the outer chambers it lit off into plasma as an electron was stripped away, leaving the gas ionized. The Stack scavenged for five minutes and the sensors showed the flows stuttering as pockets of un-ionized gas were swept out. Then the flow stabilized. The tens of thousands of tiny reaction chambers were pulling in plasma swirling it and ejecting it out the MHD ports in the substrates but there was no fusion.
With a tap Paul initiated the next phase and the reaction cell fields intensified by ten orders of magnitude over a fraction of a second and the plasma was pinched into tiny glowing donuts of gas, each made up of only a few hundred atoms of ionized hydrogen. The outflow quickened but this was by-blow now, gas that got into the reaction chamber and snapped up and out rather than getting into the reaction ring. The reaction rings had started out chaotic but in a tiny fraction of a second became coherent and stable. The blow-by plasma was powering the tens of thousands of microscopic MHD generators now but that was simply recovering the input power, or a fraction of it, as the tiny passageways the gas had to pass through were very inefficient.
The tiny rings continued to contract as they spun faster and faster. The rings in the Gen III were a fourth the size of those in the Gen II and because of the quantized nature of the effect that contraction actually took longer in the smaller rings, something that Cooper and his technician helpers had missed. The data, at least some of it, indicated that the first ‘shot’ probably fused since it had had more time to settle, but the following pulses had simply dissipated their energy into rings that were still chaotic. The chaotic behavior of the gas inside the ring probably meant that some of the chambers did in fact ‘fire’ every once in a while, which was why the system had almost seemed to be working.
Now it was time for the pinch magnets, Paul had slowed the rep rate on the pulse magnets to almost a fifth of the rate it had been set to. The pulse train showed on the screen as a series of peaks instead of a continuous saw tooth, and the output current meter suddenly showed a distinct output, it was still less than the input but it was more than should have been there.
“Oh my god, Paul! So damned easy - and I missed it!” There was pain in Cooper’s voice.
Paul shifted the pulse rate and the power slid down, he shifted it again and it swept up, up and up until it reached a peak and then began to shift down. The thermal monitors showed that the Stack was blazingly hot and Paul watched that for a moment. It was not getting any hotter, if anything it was trending down. The Stack was now actually putting out more power than it was taking in. His vision swam and his head pounded, they had it! They had the stars, this was an early prototype and it was more than certain that later designs would be better!
But there was more even in this design, he increased the inlet pressure and after a delay the power began to creep up again then settled. The Stack temperature crept up a few degrees. He increased power to the little blower that flowed gas in the system, he was pretty sure they’d need to get a lot more aggressive, but this was a start. The Stack temperature dropped and he increased the pressure inside and the power again slid up the scale, they were now putting out several times the total input power. He glanced over at the load bank; the water in the cooling tank was beginning to steam gently in the cave’s cool dry air.
Cliff was staring at the screen and the chamber, “Cooper told me about you Paul - but I thought he was fooling himself - may God forgive me,” he whispered.
Paul laughed, “Well, he’ll forgive a lot I hear, so watch this.” He tapped several buttons on the screen. The power output dropped away precipitously and there was an earth-shaking thud. The chamber was straining against the chains, trying mightily to escape the bonds of earth.
Both Cooper and Cliff jumped back with inarticulate yells, it had been a much more powerful surge than the chamber yesterday and something had given way. Paul saw the pressure in the chamber begin to fluctuate and the power started to fall away again, he tapped a couple of buttons and the chamber dropped to the floor with a relatively gentle thump. One of the hydrogen gas sensors began to hoot and a red warning light flashed. Paul shut all hydrogen supply down and hit the button to scavenge and backfill the chamber.
-o-
Ten hours later Cooper and Paul were leaning over a hastily set up table arguing about a new generation Stack design. Cliff was running the repaired chamber through a series of tests. The output from the unit no longer heated water but was run into an open frame power converter that fed the electricity back to the chamber and put the excess back on the lab’s power grid.
Four hours earlier when they had first brought that on line the three of them had stood and stared at it in awe. For the first time mankind was generating useable energy from the power source of the stars, and they had done it in a tiny lab under a plateau in southern Utah! There had been little any of them could say. Paul had noted that the other two men’s eyes had been very bright as they turned to go about other work.
Now Paul was tapping the diagram, “Cooper it’s just not practical now, in the future I think you will be able to make a self powered Stack. It’s just too damned hot in there, the core’s near four hundred C, much hotter and the magnetic material will lose it, but we’re at least two hundred C over anything that silicon based electronics can take. If they ever solve the problems they’re having with silicon carbide wafers that might work but until then it’s not going to work.”
Cooper shook his big shaggy head, “There’s no reason the Gen IV can’t be self powered, fine we have to cut back the power and up blow-by gas flow but think of it. We can get rid of that stack of crap and the thing will be infinitely simpler.” He waved his hand at all the auxiliary equipment that was required to operate the existing Stacks.
“Cooper, we need to keep the system as simple as possible for now and the equipment for the thrust generator is pretty cheap all things considered. If you try and get too fancy I think we will be struggling with too many variables”
“What’s going on here?” Asked a very cultured, though faintly foreign, voice from the entrance to the lab.
Paul looked up, there were two men in the entrance to the room, both were big men but one was very obviously another security, bodyguard type. The other man was in an exquisitely tailored gray business suit. He was oddly like the Cooper Paaly of a few years before, an ageless man, who could be anything between forty and seventy, but instead of tall, thin and rumpled this man was big, broad, meaty with a big face and piercing black eyes. His iron gray hair was immaculate, his skin tanned with the look of someone who made sure they saw a lot of sun or the tanning booth regularly.
“Richard, Richard we’ve done it, I told you Paul would pull my chestnuts out of the fire and he did!” Cooper Paaly was advancing on the man who must be Richard Aristide with his hand out.
Paul saw a flash of some strong emotion on Aristide’s face before he schooled it to a cool and conventional smile. There was an element of joy there - but there had been something darker there as well, “Incredible Dr. Paaly, I knew you would do it!” The black eyes switched to Paul, “I was coming to meet you Mr. Richards, I appear to have come at a very opportune time. I don’t know how to thank you for what you’ve done here.” He jerked the big square chin at the straining chamber. “I expected success once Cooper showed me his initial results, but it’s been a longer struggle than I had anticipated.” He walked past Cooper with his hand outstretched; “I’m Richard Aristide by the way Mr. Richards.” The two of them exchanged a faint smile at the conjunction in their names.
“Hello sir and you’re very welcome; you probably know I’ve been on the periphery for some time. It looked like we could change the world with just the original idea, now we’ve done it twice.” Paul smiled though he was a little uncertain; Aristide exuded a sophistication and power that was unnerving.
“Yes we have Mr. Richards, and I want to make that change very rapidly. I had not intended to burden you yet but I’d like to show you something. Cooper said you’re a dreamer with the ability to make dreams real and I see he was right; I’d like to show you part of my dream - the dream that you just made real.” The big man’s bushy eyebrows had risen but Paul felt like it was an order.
“Of course, sir.” The sir slipped out totally naturally, though Paul noted it as it passed his lips.
He followed Aristide out of the lab and through the office block, on the other side was a big green SUV. It was one of the new generation hybrids that had just come on the market. The big industrialist waved Paul into the front seat with the bodyguard come driver while he took the back seat with Cooper Paaly.
The big vehicle backed out of the parking slot silently on its electric motor and equally silently slid forward towards the big assembly shed that Paul had yet to ask about or explore.
The shed was huge, its scale a little distorted by the lack of any nearby features to give the eye a reference. It was all of seventy feet to the top of the immense doors. The Hummer slid around the building and Paul was surprised to note that there were big doors on this side as well and that the road continued on the other side of the fabrication shed. There was also a low single story office block off the back with big windows looking out into a segment of the hollow that was hidden from the part the he’d been in before. The hollow was wider and deeper here, spread out on the small plain were three structures, almost like the big shed though smaller, each serviced by broad concrete spur roads.
They pulled up next to the door into the office building. There were people walking around in here though the space was still relatively empty. The front of the building, with the windows, had some tables and chairs and a row of vending machines but somehow seemed to be waiting for some future use. The clean new office space behind the first wall was hushed.
There were some odd drawings and renderings on the walls, some of which showed space suited figures on what looked like the moon’s surface, and big construction equipment, apparently this was some kind of engineering think tank, looking at the future for Aristide’s business. Suddenly Paul’s heart thudded because he realized that, less than a mile from here, was the device that made these visionary pictures more than a possibility, it made those pictures real.
The back wall had a big door that they walked through and Paul looked around and up. It was a huge highbay space, gantry cranes and all. Squatting in the center of the floor was a massive and enigmatic structure. It was almost like a foreshortened oil derrick resting on four massive posts, each one of which terminated in three huge shock absorbers like those you might see in an airliner’s landing gear. They connected at the bottom to big flat skid plates. About midway up the post, seven or eight feet off the floor, a deck was attached to the four posts. The decking was pierced steel planks on structural channel sections a foot deep or more. Above that point, four thick beams rose at an angle to support an upper structural deck, though it had no flooring, just a matrix of thick structural elements. On top of that was what looked like an oil tank or an immensely overgrown hockey puck, probably ten or twelve feet thick and thirty or more feet in diameter. Hanging below that upper deck structure was a much lighter structure in which three large cylinders were mounted, lying side by side. They looked like sections taken out of passenger jet hulls, terminated with flat hemispherical caps. There were various protuberances, including two that looked like the outside of airlocks.
“How do you like my Alexis Aurora Mr. Richards? The first of what I am sure will be a long line of Aristide space craft.” Richard Aristide asked quietly.
Paul had been beginning to realize what this huge structure was, but the scale and the audacity of the thoughts behind it were so far out of his normal experience it was like he had stepped into another world.
“You built this on the expectation that we’d solve the problems?” Paul heard his voice choking.
“Yes Mr. Richards I did, I knew Cooper would solve his problems and I had my engineering futurists work this design up based on what Cooper thought should be possible. I think you may have exceeded that, but no matter, more power and thrust are always useful.” There was an amazing mixture of cool acceptance and arrogance in the big industrialist’s voice.
“What is this for? You could probably carry every damned satellite launched in a year on that cargo deck. It’s big enough to carry four or five busses to the moon.”
“Very good Mr. Richards! In fact it’s designed to build a city on the moon, I want to build a town there, a place to do research, a hotel resort and a place where people can live. The first stepping-stone to the stars Mr. Richards, the stars that are our destiny!” There was a fervor in the man’s voice that Paul could understand, though it seemed at odds with the rest of his persona, but then, who really knew someone else’s mind?
Paul stood, stunned by the audacity, by the incredible faith all this indicated. Cooper said “From the results we are getting now I’d think in less than two years, with a Gen four or five Stack, we should be able to get this thing in space.”
Paul looked around at his friend, realizing that Cooper was still looking at this as a research project. Richard Aristide wasn’t going to take that lightly. Glancing over, Paul saw the big industrialist’s face tightening. “Dr. Paaly I hope you are joking! This whole project has been delayed quite enough already.”
Cooper looked back at Aristide blandly, “I think we have made good progress, Paul and I were discussing the Gen four design when you came in, I don’t see why we should put off making the leap forward.”
Paul spoke up before Aristide could explode, “Cooper you know that the Gen four you’re thinking about is a risk, I’m not sure it’s really feasible and it’ll cost a lot to develop. We’ve gotten away on the cheap till now because we’re using relatively huge geometries and materials that are easy to work with, sort of. Going to embedded electronics is going to be much harder, and it’s not necessary.” He turned to the massive old industrialist, “Mr. Aristide how much does your freighter’s hull weigh?”
Aristide’s face had smoothed and calmed, “Getting on for seventy five tons, but I’d like to be able to haul a lot more than that aloft.”
Paul winced, it was more than he had anticipated but the math was simple enough. “The current Stack is putting out almost a ton of lift, I think with some chamber design changes that can be doubled, probably tripled. We had always talked about a taller Stack and if we tripled the Stack we should be able to triple the thrust. That gives you something like ten tons per Stack…”
The gangly old physicist exploded, “Damn it Paul that’s all well and good, but what about all the auxiliary equipment hanging off the Stack? No, no we need to get the next Gen working.”
“Cooper if we have to do what I think we will the best we can expect out of your next Gen slice is half of what we are getting now, if we can get it working at all. Set that against a rack of auxiliary equipment that is a tenth of the baseline thrust? Which is the more practical solution?”
“But it’ll be a mess, a nightmare to maintain, not simple to install.” The big hands flapped, as if the big researcher cared about those sorts of things normally. Paul figured Cooper was looking at the potential loss of money to do more research rather than the practical issues, which were real but minor in this age of ultra-reliable electronics.
“Cooper!” Aristide’s basso-profundo growl actually shut the gangly old physicist down, “We will do this Mr. Richards’ way. No, no arguments, I will continue to fund you to improve the design, but in the mean time I want this ship space-born in six months.”
He looked at Paul, “You are a contracting engineer Mr. Richards, I would like you to come and work for me, I can pay very well. You can take over the project from Cliff Samson?”
Paul looked into the black eyes, “I have commitments, Mr. Aristide, that I will need to close out, but they should take only part time for a few weeks. And if Cliff has managed all this,” he waved at the massive ship, “then he should stay, I’ll work on the things I can do, like the power and propulsion modules and maybe guidance and control, but I’m not the man for life support and structural on this scale.”
The thin lips curved, “Very good Mr. Richards, done, and I don’t need to tell you that this is all most secret?”
Richard nodded, “Not a word if you say so Mr. Aristide.”
“Good.”
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The Usual ‘Issues’
Paul stood in the shadow of the reddish sandstone cliff and watched the Stack in the test stand, or more accurately he was listening. The turbo pumps they had installed were disconcertingly noisy, and under their high-pitched tone was a growl that seemed to be the audible signature of a Stack producing power. This was one of two test rigs they had put together to start examining long-term performance issues. To ensure that it could not break free for a short but potentially disastrous flight they had turned it upside down, so it was trying to push the Earth out of its orbit.
The stands were sandbagged squares, the low side oriented so that the cameras and techs could monitor them; the monitoring ‘bunker’ was another sandbagged square, backed up against the curve of cliff wall that almost closed this side valley canyon off from the main hollow. In the bunker were two folding tables holding all the various monitoring equipment. When the techs were sitting down they were clear of any shrapnel a failing Stack might hurl, Paul was leaning against the warm wall of burlap wrapped sand, his jaw on his hands as he watched and listened.
It had been an exhausting two weeks since he had given his allegiance to a man he did not know and did not wholly trust, because they shared a dream. Oddly, though that niggling worry popped up it didn’t have any power to make him doubt what he was doing. This was something that was going to change the world, change it like no other inventions ever had, and Paul had to be in at the beginning.
A gust of wind made the tent roof above Paul snap and made the similar temporary cover over the Stack ripple. He sighed, this was all temporary while Cliff had a crew working in a slightly larger side canyon, building test revetments for up to twenty Stacks at a time. That number Cliff and Paul had put together one night over coffee and a pizza after they realized how many units would be needed for the Luna Haven construction campaign. In Paul’s opinion it would be a miracle if they did half as well as their already critically thin plan required.
It was nearly a miracle that Cliff was still leading the project, he had tried to quit when he found out about the offer Richard Aristide had extended to Paul. Not that he had wanted to quit the project, he had simply said he’d be happy running the spacesuit engineering group, apparently what he had been doing before Cooper turned up to make his life miserable. It had taken Paul the better part of a day to convince the stubborn buckeye to stay on as the program manager with Paul taking the lead on the Stacks and the Moonships, areas where Cliff had apparently felt completely out of his depth anyway.
“Paul, six’s turbo pump’s surging again.” The senior tech said quietly, Paul nodded, now it had been pointed out he could hear the faint quaver. The pumps in both units had done this before; it didn’t seem to do any harm. But there was always the possibility of something going catastrophically wrong, which was why they had moved power testing outside.
Security was obviously not as tight out here, but in the technical people’s opinions it was a bit moot since someone had to be both interested, and at least marginally informed, to know what they were testing and how it was going. But that hadn’t cut much ice with the head of security. Fortunately when Cliff, Paul and Cooper had ganged up on him he had backed down, after they threw him some bones for his pride to chew on.
It had been one of the few times recently when Cooper spoke directly to Paul. The old physicist was still angry at Paul’s defection. Paul could understand Cooper’s anger, though he knew Cooper was wrong; the Stack was an epoch making invention, but trying to perfect it now was a mistake. Much better to make a big splash and get it out in the public eye, once the technology was public thousands of brilliant brains would be turned on it, given where they were today, and where Paul was sure they could take it in the next few months, he could hardly imagine what would happen when the rest of the world took it up.
The quaver in the Stacks whine was quite audible now. Paul pushed back from the sandbagged wall, “how bad is it now?”
The tech shrugged, “it’s as bad as it’s gotten, but I think it’ll turn the corner and settle down soon.”
Paul nodded, and then he caught sight of Cliff, driving one of the ZEVs up the path from the main building. He and Paul had agreed to meet here to go over the program plans they had been gradually perfecting, with many others inputs, over the last week. They hadn’t started to formalize the plans until they had a clearer idea of where they were technically on various parts of the project.
There were an amazing number of sub elements to the plan. The Stacks, and the Moonships were only key elements, there were many other things that had to come together and work for the project to work; spacesuits, construction equipment, living supplies of air, food and water for the habitat as well as the structure.
Since it wasn’t his area Paul had been studiously ignoring the issues to do with the actual building and populating of Luna Haven, but he had begun to worry about it, until he had met the man who would be responsible for building mankind’s first city among the stars. Conti Smithers was a grizzled old Texan of generally few, if often profane, words, and who exuded calm competence. An hour with the construction boss had left Paul feeling much better, even after he found out that Conti was still spending most of his time trying to bulldog another program to conclusion, somewhere in the Pacific.
But even after that eye opening meeting Paul still didn’t have a good idea about how they were going to build Luna Haven, though he now knew it had a lot to do with prefabricated sections that the Moonships would haul up from Earth.
Cliff was walking towards the bunker when the younger technician yelped, “Hey, that can’t be goo...” the words were blasted by “CRUMP, scrEEEE SHWAK.”
A small part of Paul’s mind knew that his duck and roll were unnecessary. Whatever had passed by at head height, close enough for its wake to push his head aside, had passed clear. But gibbering monkey instincts had their way and Paul found himself hugging the dusty wood floor, eye to eye with the two techs.
“What the blazes was that?” Cliff’s voice was a strangled yelp.
Even under the circumstance Paul couldn’t help grinning, it was the first time he’d heard Cliff come even close to swearing. The two techs viewed his grin with wide-eyed respect, mistaking its source. With an internal shrug he levered himself up, “Well I guess the exciting bit’s over, now let’s find out what went wrong, shall we?”
-o-
Two days later Paul watched as a forklift carefully maneuvered a Stack into place in the repaired test stand. It was essentially the same as the one that had had failed though they had corrected the point of failure and added several safeguards. The Stack that had blown had developed a crack in a flange upstream of the turbo pump that flowed the hydrogen past the Stack. The vibration as the turbo pump went through a harmonic frequency mode had failed a weld in the pump’s inlet flange. When it failed the bellows had pulled clear, letting in a huge gulp of oxygen, something had sparked and the compressed mixture of hydrogen and oxygen had blown the pump housing into fragments, one of which had narrowly missed Paul’s head before embedding itself in the sandstone behind the monitoring station.
They had been running the system at above atmospheric pressure, a much higher pressure than the designers had intended. Hydrogen embrittlement had destroyed a weld never tested in the conditions they had subjected it to; the pump’s manufacturer couldn’t be blamed for a failure when the unit was used outside its design parameters.
Cliff and Paul had spent a lot of time debating what to do about it now they knew that the systems were inherently unsafe. The production design Paul and ‘his’ team of designers were working on would use different stainless steel alloys but that was at least eight weeks off. Paul had to get more information about long-term performance now, not later. In the end he had had all the other welds in the system probed with ultrasound and added hydrogen sniffers in more locations, connected to automatic shutdown switches. Cliff had had the sandbag walls built up higher and added more firefighting equipment. Paul was fairly sure they wouldn’t get any more explosive failures but once bitten twice shy was a practical engineer’s proverb.
The Stack settled into place and Charley Spitz, the chief mechanic, slipped the hold down pins in place and snapped the retainers home. Charley waved to Paul as he hopped onto the forklift’s running board, it whined backwards, did a smart pirouette and rattled off down the access track. Paul noted Cliff coming the other way in one of the ubiquitous ZEV’s.
“What’s the matter?” asked Cliff, responding to the frown on Paul’s face.
“Oh, just wondering where Cindy and Raoul were, I thought they were bringing up the monitor wiring harness and a few other bits and pieces. Guess they got hung up.” Paul shrugged, trying to dispel his irrational irritation.
“Paul, it’s five o’clock on Saturday afternoon, I sent them home. May God forgive me I asked them to come and work tomorrow afternoon but they need a break. And so do you Paul.”
“Ah...Saturday? Oh lord, so it is…” Paul shook his head, took in and blew out a deep breath.
Cliff shook his head at Paul, “You haven’t been out of the hollow since you moved into the bungalow up on the rim. I think you need to take a break. Betsy’s Upstairs is open, why don’t you go have a good dinner and stop over at the Tech. They have a monthly Community Saturday Evening, and it happens to be this evening. Usually there are a couple of movies in the gym and a dance in the student union, and some card and chess games in the library.”
“Sounds interesting, guess there’s not a lot for people to do around here?” Paul’s voice was a bit ironic though it didn’t sound bad, about his speed actually.
“Too many bars, an off brand coffee shop that’s gone through three owners, as well as the fast food places on the west side of town and a second run movie house with two screens and a manager who’s too drunk to open up one day in three. There are two pretty decent restaurants though they aren’t obvious to visitors, so no, there’s not a whole lot. Not what city folks from Indy and Columbus are used to,” a quick flash of teeth through the red beard. “Enough for quiet old folk but the younger set need a bit more, the Tech’s president’s a good sort. She and the mayor have been doing a good job of making sure there’s something going on most weekends, and giving folks some places to get together and talk, other than at the bars and church.”
Cliff’s suggestion was well meant so Paul resisted turning him down flat, but somehow he felt like he was letting someone down by even imagining taking the evening off, though he knew that was nuts. The protest that came out was logical enough, “I don’t have a car Cliff. I guess I need to do something about that, maybe get an old clunker next week. That way I can head down next time the Tech has one of these open houses.”
The flicker of an almost rueful grin split Cliff’s beard, “You can use one of the company cars Paul, you rate one and I should have done the paper work a couple of weeks ago, I did it this afternoon.” He handed over what looked like a credit card, “It’s your pass and it also has your lock code, as long as you’re carrying it the car you’re assigned will start when you turn the start switch installed where the key usually fits.”
There was little to say except ‘thank you.’
-o-
It was getting dark when the starkly austere sedan Cliff had assigned him nosed into the center of Primus Junction. The parking slots along the boardwalk in town were mostly full, Paul was lucky enough to find one near the diner. He was a bit surprised to see that the diner appeared to be closed, he wondered if Cliff had gotten it wrong. Walking towards the dark glass he saw that the door next to the one he’d gone through had a discreetly illuminated sign, Betsy’s Upstairs Diner, Tuesday through Saturday Evenings, 5:00 to Whenever.
Behind the door was a staircase with the steps lit by ankle level lamps, so it was safely lit while remaining distinctively dim. At the top of the stairs were a little vestibule and an elegantly tall woman waiting with a faint smile. Paul did a bit of a double take as he realized that she was the woman who had served him toast and coffee on his first morning in Primus Junction.
She must have recognized the little start of recognition because the faint curve of her lips blossomed into a smile, “Hello Mr. Richards.” At Paul’s second start the smile broadened, “Cliff called and made sure I knew you were coming, you never can tell when we’re going to have a group turn up, and it doesn’t take much to overcrowd the Upstairs.”
“Uh, ah thanks, I guess you’re OK tonight?”
A wrinkle of the nose, “Good house, but Ted’s not complainin’ too much.”
At the top of the stairs Paul looked into the dining room and could see that it was indeed both quite small and more than half full. It was probably smaller than the Diner downstairs but the ceiling was very high and the elegant furniture and artwork, rich carpeting and paneling of the room were totally unexpected.
“It was a semi-secret men’s card club in the Junction’s boisterous youth.” The waitress/manager explained. Paul nodded, not knowing quite what to say, she was a bit overpowering at this range, elegance edging to beauty with a classy but distinctly western voice.
The faint smile was back, “I’m Betsy by the way, Betsy Preston, the owner and manager, if you have a question or a problem please let me know,” she brought her arm out to guide him, “your table’s this way Mr. Richards.”
Ten minutes later Paul leaned back as the blond waitress made her way towards the kitchen with his order, having left him with his requested mug of Guinness. Paul pulled his attention from the view of the slender young woman’s back to contemplate the black fluid with its tan cap. As the stress of the past few weeks drained away, at least temporarily, he felt lost and lonely. He wished intensely that he could engage the pretty waitress, Kathy, with the friendly familiarity that came so easily to some men.
The music that wove around the susurration of voices in the dining room was as surprising as the décor and the well dressed clientele, classical guitar and piano pieces he didn’t recognize. As he sipped the Guinness the surge of loneliness receded in its turn, Paul drifted with no real thoughts, living in the moment, drinking in the warm, gregarious elegance of his surroundings.
The dinner salad was crisp and fresh, the chicken and steak combo with peppery fried onion and mushroom topping was cooked just right, the baked potato’s shell crisp and the interior fluffy. Paul realized as he leaned back from the table that, though the servings were relatively small, it had been more than enough - and as good as he’d had in many years.
“You liked it?” a gravelly voice enquired.
Paul looked up; his interrogator was a short, broad man, with a weather-beaten face dominated by a beaky nose and green eyes. The reason for the question was indicated by the white chef’s jacket over blue jeans and riding boots.
“Excellent, almost divine, you’re Ted?”
“Ted Smitherson, glad you liked it, been makin’ that plate for a lot of years now, most folks like it.” The chef pulled the chair on the opposite side of the table out and sat down. “Charlene, the desert cook’s busy now, haven’t had any new main course orders for a while. Good night but a bit short, like most Tech Community evenings.”
“You seem to do pretty well here; I guess people get to know you’re here after a while?”
“Yep, though this was a lot quieter and less dressy place ‘afore Aristide’s started the Canal project then moved their tech center here.”
“I wondered if you were here before the canal. Guess you were?”
“In a small way, this dining room was only used as a function room in those days, what’s now the kitchen was the billiards room. We got really tired carryin’ stuff up the stairs when we had a big do up here.”

“You don’t look like you’ve been a chef all your life Ted?”
This got a rough chuckle, “Nah, started as a cowboy down in Texas, flew choppers in the Army for a number of years.” Paul’s raised eyebrows collected another chuckle, but no direct explanation, “Always liked cookin’, even out on the range and in the Army, got famous for my grills, when I left the Army I decided to try my hand as a cook, in my own place, so I started my own diner. Betsy used to be my waitress.” A grin and shrug of the shoulders, “Turns out I ain’t a great manager and just scraped by, while she’s as good with the books as she is with people. She married Mike and moved here; few years later she called and asked if I’d like to cook for her. I sold my old place for about what I paid for it and dusted on over here. Never regretted it.”
Paul felt a little overwhelmed by this flow of information but somehow it seemed natural enough, “Well, I think Betsy and her customers did pretty well out of the deal.”
A flash of a grin deepened the deep etched laugh lines, “Thanks….” They chatted and Paul found himself telling Ted his story. He’d long ago developed a couple of good anecdotes about the boom and bust of BladePower. He got several good chuckles out of Ted with the story about the meeting when the VC’s tried to sell BladePower to a group of investors from China for about twice what Paul, and the potential investors, had thought it worth. It was good to be able to look back at that miserable period of his life and laugh.
During the talk most of the guests had finished and left, and Ted had gotten them both a cup of coffee. The old cook leaned back in the chair, eyeing Paul over the rim of the coffee. Paul was pretty sure that Ted was winding himself to ask something, Paul hoped it was something easy, the older man frowned and asked, “You’re over at Hollow working with Cliff and other folks, came here from DC? Seems like you’d be runnin’ your own show, I’d say you did pretty well considerin’?”
Paul grimaced, shrugged, “Why didn’t you stick with flying choppers?”
“The flight surgeon didn’t pass my eyesight,” an answering grimace, “Not so easy to play tricks these days as the movies would have you think. The old biddy was sharp as a tack and just as hard. Didn’t want to hang around and not be able to fly.”
The obvious pain made Paul feel bad about his dodging shot, “Oh,” He really didn’t want to talk about it but, “I didn’t like the fact that I let a lot of people down, let their dreams get punctured. They say it wasn’t my fault, and maybe it wasn’t, but I feel like it was. I’ve pretty much worked for myself ever since, kind of high brow temping, that’s my arrangement here, though it looks like it may be a bit longer term than most.”
“Temping huh? Guess that’s one way of looking at the whole canal project. Seems like it’s been goin’ on forever, especially for people who moved here after it started, but it’s getting on to the end and folks are beginning to worry about what comes after?”
Paul’s stomach sank a little, “I thought the new valley city was what comes next? You’re on the main road between it and Salt Lake City.”
A shrug, “In a decade maybe, maybe…most of the farmland is owned by a consortia of industrial farming companies, considering what’s there now they can probably farm the whole Valley with a few hundred people and a lot of agribots. The city’s a bit of a fantasy in my opinion, a town maybe, with another one up on the mountain slopes below the White Hats, there’s a lot of potential for outdoor sports, especially winter sports, but it’ll take a few years for it to grow. In the meantime, the tech center in the Hollow and the canal workers have become a big part of this town’s life blood, if they both go when the Canal project winds up like rumor has it, then this town is going to fold up shop.”
There wasn’t a lot that Paul could say about this, he had no inside knowledge of either the town’s prospects or Aristide plans for the Hollow beyond the Moonship project.
Ted waved a hand at Paul and shook his, “Hell, sorry Paul, you don’t know, probably couldn’t tell me if you did. Bit of an achin’ tooth these days, I’d hate to have to move but a lot of Betsy’s business is from the Canal and the Hollow one way or another.” He nodded his head at the dining room, “At the least this part of the place would go back to being a special function room.”
“Seems like a nice town, and it’s been here for a long time going by the architecture, the Tech’s original building looks like it might have been built early last century. What’s kept it going this long, the highway through town’s not a major one?”
“Major enough to help, along with the train tracks, good farm lands to the south and east, as well as the mountains. A couple of ski lodges and a big national forest have helped, the Tech helps and there’s a technical high school as well. But all of that’s been really juiced by Aristide, with that gone folks wonder what’s goin’ to happen.”
Paul shrugged, “Seems like a nice place, I love the view from the lip of the bluff the hollow’s in, spectacular. I think you’ll be fine.”
“Yeah, well….” The conversation turned back to food and general topics for a few minutes then Ted excused himself. Paul waved the waitress over and asked for his bill.
The girl vanished into the vestibule and a few seconds later Betsy strolled over, “Here you go Mr. Richards, hope you enjoyed dinner?”
Paul couldn’t help smiling, “It was wonderful, and I hope I didn’t keep Ted talking too long, he’s a great guy. And a great cook.”
This got a sweet smile, “Why thank you Mr. Richards, Ted likes to come out and mingle. People like to chat,” a wrinkle of the nose, “wonder if he doesn’t give away too many recipes, but most folks seem to come back so it does no harm.”
“Even if he told me every step of the recipe I’d never get the results he does in the kitchen, like in everything, some people just have ‘it’ whatever ‘it’ is - and Ted does with cooking.” With a glance Paul pulled out his wallet and some cash.
Betsy smilingly took the money and returned the change, most of which he left for the waitress.
A few minutes later Paul found himself standing in the glow of the streetlights, realizing that he should have brought a jacket. It was only a short walk to the Tech so he left the car to stretch his legs. As he went he thought about Ted’s comments, he still hadn’t really come to any conclusions as he walked into the Tech’s old main hall.
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Just Waiting
A little more than two weeks later Paul found himself sitting on one of the benches under the cover of a small stand of trees near the Hollow’s cafeteria come company store. It was two o’clock Tuesday afternoon, and given that he’d been in his office at seven o’clock after getting up and doing his normal running circuit and an hour in the gym he was feeling like it had been a long day already, one in a long string of such days.
Sipping on a diet coke he thought about the meetings with his design and manufacturing teams this morning. Running the two efforts concurrently was a potential, and at times very real, nightmare, but it was the only way they had any chance of meeting Aristide’s challenge. At first Paul had expected the whole thing to be called off when the real costs began to hit. But he’d been surprised; it often seemed as if the financial group was expecting him to spend more, not less. It would be easy to get spoiled, one of the reasons that he kept a fairly tight leash on his teams, more was not always better.
Things were going surprisingly well with the design and build tasks, and with the endurance testing. They had had another minor disaster and lost a Stack to a burn out when a gasket failed, but it hadn’t caused an explosion and, like any failure, it had taught them more than an uneventful run would have. Paul was pretty sure that their production designs were going to work and work well. He was also fairly sure that they would be more powerful than the initial estimates had predicted, a good thing since the Moonships were getting heavier, and the lift manifests as well.
Thinking about the Moonships and manifests Paul checked the clock on his tablet. He had an appointment to go over some of the equipment with Cliff at two thirty. After that they were again going to go over the schedule with the principle team leads - and after that they were going to have a meeting to discuss the Moonship crews and training with the people Cliff had had working on that for some time.
As Paul strolled back towards the construction shed he passed men and women coming and going about their work. The frequent “hello Paul’s”, and “Howdy Mr. Richards” left him smiling. He’d never worked with a more dedicated crew and if he found the fact that a lot of them were members of the religious sect that made its home here strange, he couldn’t complain, they were good people. He hadn’t quite got a handle on who was in the sect and who wasn’t, or where everyone lived, though he knew that quite a few bachelors, male and female, were living in the hostel, but a lot more lived in the general area and Primus Junction.
In the past two weeks he’d gone into Primus Junction three times and eaten at Betsy’s Upstairs twice. He’d also made friends with Fred Spragg, the head of the three-person history department at the Tech. Fred had been trolling for a fourth bridge player the first night Paul had visited the Tech and they had found a lot of interests in common, so Paul had been playing bridge with Fred and his regulars, which was a nice change from the work at the Hollow.
As far as he could tell there weren’t even rumors circulating about what was going on at the Hollow, at least not among the middle levels of the local society. That was surprising in some ways but Aristide Industries’ security was intimidating and ever present, enough so that no one was likely to talk without thinking about it first. There was also the fact that what was going on was so fantastical that most people would dismiss it as the next worst thing to UFOlogy.
What he had found was that the town had deep feelings of gratitude and respect for Aristide Industries that were strongly tinged with irony. There was also a healthy and growing worry about what was going to happen next. That last concern was apparently intensified by the fact that the locals detected a slowdown in the Canal project. Something was slowing progress at both the upper end, near Lake of the Sky, where the canal started, and at the end where it linked to the irrigation system in New Valley.
As Paul walked up the armed guard at the side door that led straight into the shed glanced at her little display and waved him through. The display showed Paul’s face and his permissions, the guards always checked, even though they had to know who he was these days.
Walking out through the door into the shed he glanced at the Alexis. She was beginning to change quite radically from the simple skeleton he had seen the first time. To maintain ‘operational security’ Aristide had insisted that she be given a stealth treatment to avoid being spotted on radar during ascent and descent. So now her bones and organs were being covered with a black shell. Only two sides were currently covered and the bottom plating was half installed. That included big hatches that would close over the landing pads after they had been retracted a couple of feet.
Right now she looked rather miserable and incomplete, the CAD renderings of the completed ship looked like an avant-garde artists rendition of an Incan pyramid done in dead black. It wasn’t really difficult to put the stealth shell on the Alexis; the technologies were pretty well understood these days. The Moonship design team had used basically off the shelf materials and, given that the Alexis was hardly aerodynamic to begin with, they had simply sheathed her in six flat plates. It was an effective stealth design against conventional radar, there were only six reflection lobes and with the radar absorbent materials on the shell those returns would be much muted. Modern static, over the horizon and ultra wide band radars were hard to fool but they were either deployed overseas or on the coast looking outwards, not inwards.
Work on the Alexis was fairly slow since the power and propulsion systems were still months from installation. Right now the focus was on the rest of the story, spacesuits, crew and cargo.
He walked towards the back of the assembly shed; Cliff had been working with the space suit team back there. Paul came around a temporary partition and came to a stop, there were two men and a woman wearing the suits, one of the men was Cliff.
The woman was Patsy Finnegan, the eldest daughter of one of the church families and a good CAD designer; she’d taken a two year course at the Tech and was currently working on her degree at the Tech and over the Internet. She was a good kid but the tease in her seemed to take delight in making Paul’s ears burn
Patsy was a good looking, well built red head, and Paul had a very hard time pulling his eyes away from her. The skintight single suit outlined her in rather spectacular ways. Even the ‘space diaper’ looked erotic on her, rather like a padded bikini bottom. She grinned wickedly at him as she slowly pulled up and fastened the lightweight Kevlar over suit she had been getting into when he arrived.
Cliff looked around, “Hey Paul, glad you could make it; we’re just doing the initial fittings on the second set. Yours should be coming out tomorrow.” Paul had gone in to have himself measured the week before. It had been an interesting experience. He’d stepped naked into a whole body laser scanner that had taken a very accurate map of his body to convert into the pattern for his space suit; it was a strange thought that he, Paul Richards, boy from the Indiana sticks, would soon have his very own spacesuit.
“Thanks Cliff, you said you’d give me the briefing?” He’d not had time to really focus on the suits before, even when he got measured; it had been more an inconvenience than anything else. Paul nodded at the outfit, “Not much like what I see the station astronauts wearing, this is more like something out of a sci-fi movie?”
Cliff grinned, he was very proud of what the suit team had been doing, “Yeah, well you know all the space powers, NASA and the Air Force have been working on new tech for a long time but progress is slow because everyone’s more interested in covering their behind than making breakthroughs.” He shook his head, “Most of that work’s in the public domain and we’ve been collecting it for years and we could take all the best ideas and put them together without anyone looking over our shoulders.”
He waved down at the white suit he was wearing, “Of course the biggest breakthrough was Ultra Spandex, developed for one of the suit programs and then commercialized for skiing and skydiving suits, anything that needed to be skin tight and insulated. It’s a thermal insulator, but breathes and lets the body regulate heat for itself, pretty tough, even stiffens under shock load to support the body and soften blows”
Paul sighed, “I actually know the woman who’s program paid for the development, she’s still a GS14 tech rep in the Air Force, should be a millionaire.” He shook his head in disgust. Most of the innovative ideas had been hers’, the contractor had simply implemented them, their upper managers were all now rolling in it and Ginger was still slogging away, hoping her civil service pension would cover her retirement.
Cliff grimaced at the unfairness of the world but was more interested in his own story, “Anyway we took the material and the ideas and put them together, essentially the basic suit’s a sheath of the ultra spandex, you put it on and when your body heats it up it tightens. With an air tight outer shell it provides the support and basic insulation you need. Sweat and body oils are all taken up in the inner layer and there is airflow in the first and second layer so you can wear it comfortably for days - been a couple of volunteers wearing prototypes for weeks now with no problems.”
Patsy was fully suited up except she had a heavy looking helmet under her arm. Her red hair was pulled back off her light skinned, freckled face. She was listening attentively while still giving Paul the eye.
Cliff indicated the overalls, “The outer shells are Kevlar overalls with insulation, we have four different versions from a light weight design intended for general wear, to a heavy weight version intended for construction work on the moon. Patsy’s wearing the next version down, has the shoulder hoop for the heavy working helmet but it’s only a couple of layers of material and the boots are light weight.
Cliff touched his own neck, he was wearing what looked a little like a neck ruff out of the renaissance “This is the emergency helmet we discussed the other day. It’s attached to the body suit but you can wear it buck naked,” Patsy made a rude noise though there was a glimmer in her eyes. Cliff tried to look serious but his enthusiasm got the better of him and he grinned and shrugged, “or over regular clothes, when the air pressure drops it deploys itself. It feels a bit like it’s trying to strangle you but it and the top seal airtight. It’s tough polycarbonate and there’s a little recuperator at the back, it and a tiny oxygen cell have enough air for about ten minutes, more if you’re careful.”
Paul took the unit Cliff handed him, “I don’t imagine you’d be comfortable?”
Cliff shook his head, “Not very but you’ll live and we have a rescue blister in every room or corridor. So, if you can get to one or get dragged to one in time you’re safe, or as safe as you’re gonna get.” He shrugged expressively, anything that breached the ship or the base was going to cause a mess and air would not be the only problem.
The small helmet Cliff picked up next looked like something out of the sixties, “This is the ship helmet, crash helmet as well,” he tapped the side and a glare visor slid down, again and the visor and the front piece of the helmet slid up. “It’s really pretty similar to the Russian’s latest, nothing fancy. It’s more of an emergency thing, normally you’ll wear it open, but it can be worn outside if necessary, it’s light weight and tough as blazes.” He tapped it, “It also has a recuperator and oxygen cell and it can actually keep you going for an hour or more without external connections.”
Next Cliff flipped a tiny but tough looking cable that stuck out of the shoulder of the suit, it was about the diameter of a thick finger, “Make up air comes in and carbon dioxide goes out at several times atmospheric through here, and power for the helmet as well. It’s the same for this helmet and the working helmet. The lines are buried in the outer liner of the suit and connect up to the life support pack. The line hooks into the helmet recuperator by a valve, keeps it fully charged in case something goes wrong.” He picked up the relatively small life support unit, handed to Paul, it was about the same size as a medium size backpack and about as heavy as a well packed one. “Everything you need to stay alive for a couple of days comes from this,” he showed three lines, “one’s the air line, and the other two are water and a nutrient drink from a tank, no recycling of body fluids yet.” Cliff grinned over at Patsy, who grimaced at him. “People get really grossed out over that and it’s not practical. We’ll do it in the base but at the suit level it’s just not there yet, my bet is it won’t be for a long time.”
Cliff held out his hand and Patsy tossed him her big helmet, “This is the ‘working helmet,’ it is bigger and heavier, intended to be carried on the support ring of the overalls.” It was big, the face plate was big and faceted, flat transparencies sloping down and back from a shading beak, “It’s fixed on the shoulder, you turn your head inside, it’s not the greatest but we needed to put in suit displays and make it ultra workable and this was the only design that works. To be honest it still doesn’t make me happy but it’s the best we, or rather NASA and ESA could come up with,” he shrugged again. “There’s a projector on the inside of this helmet that can display a number of things, there’s a wrist mounted controller, and belt mounted computer and comm modules that hook in.”
“You’ve been working on this for a long time,” Paul said quietly.
Chuck Rhingold, the other man, laughed, “Me and Patsy have been working with Cliff on this ever since Patsy got out of tech school, what is it Patsy?”
The tall girl frowned, “four and a half years though we only got to build some simple protos’s of some of this up to now. And some of the stuff came to us pretty much finished.” She waved at the backpack, “That’s mostly Swiss, their part of the European space thrust they started about five years ago, we bought the design and the components and put them together. Pretty cool stuff but no big deal.” She smiled at Paul who couldn’t help smiling back.
“A lot of the technology is bought - NASA, DASA, ESA, JASA - they’ve been working on this stuff for decades but so much of it got dropped because no one wanted to take a risk, or the program got cut at the end, or the administration changed - a thousand reasons.” Cliff shook his head in disgust, but then smiled, “But it did get used in the end, a lot of it will, we’ve got a couple of reference librarians employed full time digging through data bases of this type of stuff, buying reports, getting copies of papers and memo’s. All of it will have to be shipped up eventually, to make sure Luna Haven has the root material for future development.”
Cliff pulled up his overalls, “Going to wear these for a while to see how comfortable they are after all.” He smiled.
Patsy grimaced, “I understand that but this diaper thing’s kinda disgusting. It’s alright for you guys but the plumbing’s not exactly great for the ladies.” Her light southwestern accent put some interesting emphasis on her complaint.
“It’s not exactly the world’s greatest for us either Patsy, part of it’s no different for male or female users.” Cliff wriggled uncomfortably.
Paul had seen some pictures of the ‘plumbing’ involved and had to agree with both of them, but there was little choice for long duration suit operations, at least there was no common interior cavity to the suit so the smell shouldn’t get awful. The little team working on it had even come up with a design that could essentially allow the waste system to be evacuated without removal though that hadn’t been built in yet.
Paul went over the various piece of equipment in detail with Cliff and the others, becoming more and more amazed as they explained more and more. Not only at what they had done but what had been available. In some ways it seemed almost as if this had been ordained, everything had been ready for the Paaly Stack to come along and break mankind free of the Earth’s gravitational shackles. It was obvious from the way Cliff and the others talked about the equipment that they thought that God had been playing a very strong hand in all this. Paul kept his own counsel on that, though he could see their point.
-o-
The senior-level planning meeting was short as usual. They all spent a lot of time getting ready for the meeting so that mundane issues were already dealt with. The topics were all problems, presented with the plans and schedules to overcome them. A few times the biweekly meeting had gone on for hours but today it was over in half an hour. Not that there weren’t a lot of problems - but they all appeared to be under some kind of control. By Friday most would be part of the program plan, a few might have turned into special items that would have to be dealt with on an individual basis. Fortunately, nothing to date had been a real ‘show stopper’ though they had had to find design-arounds for some issues.
One of the problems of the day had been one of the pieces of construction equipment for Luna Haven. The design was too big to fit on the Moonships cargo deck and no one wanted to break it down and ship it in parts. It hadn’t been designed for that and putting it together on the lunar surface was asking for all sorts of problems.
Paul and Cliff sat on the deck next to the offices that were attached to the construction shed, sipping coffee. The sun was ‘down’ in the Hollow but the sky was still bright, the air was cool and desert crisp, this was often a great time of day.
Glancing over at Cliff, Paul let a stray thought surface, “Cliff, you know I still feel like I’m working blind at times.” He waved Cliff’s distressed look aside, “No, not because of you or your people, it’s because I’m so focused on the Stacks and the Moonship…or Moonships….really. I kind of blank out when anything else is being discussed. It’s so bad I’ve no real idea what the prefab sections we’ll be building Luna Haven out of look like. Till today I hardly had a clear idea of what the suits looked like and they startled the heck out of me. So what else is going to startle me? I guess I know they’re pretty big since the ship has to haul them and that damned excavator we were talking about today is bloody huge.”
Cliff grimaced and shook his head, “I don’t know how we overlooked that problem until today, a simple stupid oversight like that, found by a twenty something clerk when she was doing the loading manifest. How did we miss it?”
Paul shrugged and grinned, “Simple, people were busy and excited! Anyway I don’t think it’s a big deal, I came up with a solution while you guys were talking about the oxygen distribution network. I think we’ll just sling the thing under the Alexis and lift it like people do heavy equipment under a cargo chopper. Same issues and same solutions, easier really since we are essentially going straight up and straight down, not trying to accelerate and decelerate laterally. We’ll need to pick a calm night to do it, but I’d guess it should be simple enough, and we can probably carry quite a bit of other lightweight but bulky equipment on the cargo deck on the same flight.”
Cliff stared at Paul, then “Of course, an obvious solution to an obvious problem. Thanks!”
“The operational logistics crew are pretty good and I think a couple probably have experience with big cargo choppers, they’d have seen the same solution,” Paul pointed out.
“Yes, I suppose so,” Cliff looked doubtful. Then his frown deepened, “But your earlier comment about not really knowing about how we’re going to build Luna Haven, that’s not good. I guess I see your point about being focused but as we start planning the actual operational part you need to understand more than the basics.”
“I suppose you’ll have to run me through the drawings sometime soon. Conti probably should but he’s not scheduled back here for another month.”
Cliff shook his head, “You’re a very hands on person Paul, like me, let’s go look at the real stuff, we can even take a peek at the excavator, I think one of them’s stored in shed three.” This last was almost under his breath as he stood up.
Paul simply found he couldn’t stand up at first, “What do you mean? I thought the stuff was still being built?”
The other engineer shook his head, “Lots of specialty bits are, but the basic core elements were done before you arrived.” He hesitated then shrugged and grinned, “Some bits, like the excavator were built a long, long time ago, some bits won’t be useful because they were built for a very different build campaign, but they’re here.” Cliff smiled at Paul’s slack jawed shock, “Mr. Aristides’ been very confident that he was going to get to the Moon somehow for a long time Paul. God apparently agreed with him”
He held out his hand and Paul took it, though he felt a bit weak kneed as he stood. Cliff led off with Paul following; they hopped into one of the little ZEVs parked behind the operations center and glided quietly back towards the sheds that would soon store the small fleet of Moonships they were building.
The main shed was a simple, steel framed metal clad structure, with a square floor plan and big sliding doors, but behind the main hangar was a long open sided bay. Cliff pulled around the back and stopped, Paul felt frozen in place. The bay was at least forty feet high, some of it had floor trusses between the upright posts, and some sections were open from floor to roof. Under the cover shapes waited, some very ordinary, some bizarre. The ordinary were three high stacks of ordinary looking shipping containers. Further down was a stack of three big cylinders that had to be housing units, heavily ribbed with a couple of heavy looking windows and airlocks, a little further along Paul recognized the bulk of the excavator, airtight cabin and all.
“Jesus Christ, Cliff.” This had to have been started long before Aristide had any idea about Paaly’s invention.
Cliff stiffened, “Paul, please! You know that’s offensive to me.”
Paul glanced over at his glowering friend, “Sorry Cliff, but damn it all this has to represent hundreds of millions of dollars! More! And you say Aristide started this years before he heard about the Paaly Effect?”
Cliff relaxed, his face uncertain, “I don’t know how or why but Mr. Aristide started this project a long time ago. When I joined the program almost seven years ago some of this equipment was already here. He’s had his futurists designing and building this stuff for the better part of twenty years, Paul. Some of it is designed for use in the Antarctic or underwater, as well as on the Moon, but some of it is really only useable on the Moon. I’d have to guess that it was almost like a hobby at first but it’s been a passion as long as I’ve been here. There were designs for chemical boosters and nuclear Moonships floating around when I first arrived.” Cliff hesitated then continued, “About five years ago the Moonship designs suddenly changed to use much smaller power plants and three years ago we started designing the Alexis.”
Cliff’s voice was quiet; Paul realized it made sense, “Aristide and Paaly must have been communicating for a long time.”
Cliff nodded, “Though I am not sure why or how much. Dr. Paaly and Mr. Aristide don’t like each other, they quarrel almost every time they meet. But Mr. Aristide has almost always given Dr. Paaly what he wants, I don’t understand their relationship.”
Paul wanted to sigh; he didn’t understand his relationship with Paaly, especially not right now. From the day he had contradicted Coop on how to move forward on the Moonship project he’d hardly been able to get a word out of the stubborn old bastard. There was still a connection between them but Cooper thought Paul had stabbed him in the back and was cutting him out of the ongoing research. In some ways that was no big deal, Paul hardly had the time and he was much more of a practical implementer and project manager than theorist anyway, but it hurt at times. Particularly since the tall gawky physicist’s health was so visibly failing.
The short red headed man waved his hand, “Anyway, we have a lot of equipment ready to set up the working base and get it going. You should be able to have the construction team installed in about five lifts and after that you just start delivering tubes and connectors.”
“You have some of them as well?”
“We have the units for the core of the village stockpiled in one of the sheds and under cover nearby, let’s go.” Cliff waved Paul out of the shed.
As they drove towards one of the other two sheds Cliff continued. “When it became obvious that the Moonships would be able to lift immense weights easily we took a step back from all the design work we’d been doing for years. One of the guys had done some work on the canal project and had always thought it was a great pity we couldn’t use them.” Cliff grinned, “Took him almost two weeks to get up the guts to suggest it, but once suggested it was obvious. We modified the canal tubes a little to make them more suitable, they’re a little narrower and taller than they were originally but now when we do a tube we examine it for flaws, the perfect ones are pulled aside to be modified for Luna Haven.”
Paul frowned, “How big are they? It seems hard to believe people will be willing to live in what are little more than sewer pipes. I drive past the staging yard at the plant, I know the pipes are rectangular but how big are they?
“The ones you can see from the road today are the smaller ones used in the irrigation system. They’re ‘only’ about twenty wide by ten high. The big ones we’re using are almost twenty-seven feet tall at the crown and thirty-five feet wide. The clear interior’s almost exactly twenty by thirty and fifty feet long. All of the early units are the standard two-unit housing cells though other housing unit designs are possible and it isn’t hard to move the interior walls around. They’re set up with a two story living section twenty five by twenty five foot on the top level and twenty-five by twenty on the lower, enough room for a small but comfortable three-bedroom home. On the upper level there’s a five-foot service passageway for all the services like water, air, power and telecommunications. On the lower level there’s a ten-foot wide walkway, wide enough for small electric carts. There were other designs for public service areas, shops, offices, a food court, even a theater, though none of them have been fabbed up and stockpiled yet. We may just send blank tubes and the fittings for those.”
They pulled behind the second shed; under this bay were stacks of the huge tubes. Paul saw that the ends of the tubes had a complex joint, he pointed, “That to allow for moonquakes?”
“Yes, and general shifting, but mainly for safety and to allow for less than perfect installation. If we had to do it to a tenth of an inch it takes a hundred times as long as if we can be off a couple of inches and a tenth of a degree or so.”
That made a lot of sense, the joint looked massive but simple, probably not even terribly expensive, if mass had been a problem you’d never have done it that way, but within reason that was no longer an issue.
The ends of these tubes had a concrete insert in them, sealing the end except for the two passageways. Cliff pointed at it, “Each cell is sealable if there is a breach, those doors swing closed under a pressure differential and seal it off with an expanding gasket joint. As a backup there we have what are essentially big airbags that explode and expand to seal the tunnels with an adhesive foam seal. That’s the principle system for sealing the service tube. It’s a bit messy to clean up afterwards but a whole lot better than having people die.”
Paul shook his head in admiration, the concepts all sounded brilliant, also simple and redundant, just what you needed when living in a hostile environment. They also took advantage of the physics of the situation, another thing that tended to make a solution elegant and workable.
“Paul, this way are the connectors,” Cliff waved towards the end and Paul realized that though the face he could see was similar, would mate with the end of the tube, the rest of the structure was much different. As they drove up he saw that it had tube interfaces on all four sides.
Cliff pointed up, “These are the ‘intersections’ to the ‘streets’ the tubes will form. They’re forty feet square and double decked. The lower deck is the crossroads though there’s also room for stores. The upper deck is open, except for a small ring tunnel interconnecting the service tunnels. The early ones will be taken up by offices, later I imagine there will be stores, schools, daycares, that sort of thing.”
The mention of schools and daycares brought up safety again, “What’s the level of radiation protection Cliff, the concrete’s thick but it can get pretty rough without a magnetic field and atmosphere?”
“That’s why the excavator’s so important. They’ll dig down as deep as necessary, probably about twenty feet or so and we’ll bury the units under about ten feet of rubble, should be more than enough protection from radiation and micrometeorites. We’re looking at reveted windows in some areas but the early units and those deeply buried won’t have them. We’re using a lot of interior decoration tricks to make the insides livable.”
They walked into the big shed and Cliff pointed at a set of containers stacked five high. “Those contain the materials for the domes Paul, the gardens and farms will be inside them. The domes are inflatable structures, double layered. The shells are a quad layer of liquid crystal plastic that doesn’t deteriorate under UV or radiation like normal ones, another gift from NASA and the DoE, the stuff’s used for marquees and temporary signs these days. The outer dome is at a lower pressure than the inner so we can detect puncture damage quickly and if both go there’s a good chance that the inner layer will fold up and plug the hole in the upper shell thus increasing the time to clear the dome.”
“The radiation is still going to be a problem surely? And the two week day night cycle?”
“Yeah, radiation wise we are going to use a motorized sun shade with a blocker using one of the new radiation stopping plastics to damp it down and a reflector to distribute the light. We can open and close the reflector to mimic a normal day night cycle. During the two weeks of night the same track will support a set of powerful sunlamps. Testing in a cavern seems to show it works.”
It was stunning, “How close to self supporting will it be Cliff?”
“If the Lunar polar water supply is what we think it is it should be close to totally self supporting Paul, obviously there’ll be things we need to import like drugs and luxury items. Also obviously, most of the high tech stuff will have to be purchased at first but we have the designs for a lot of it and can start producing it quickly. We’ve got a lot of the equipment necessary to start our own tech base stockpiled and waiting.”
As they walked out of the big shed Paul’s mind was still trying to cope with the billions of dollars that had been sunk into all of this. He wondered where all that money had come from.
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The air was cool in the tunnel cum bunker, but it was silent like in most caverns, the low whining growl that came from the outside was the sound of twenty Stacks at various power levels. Paul no longer really even looked at the video, he knew the sights, and the sounds of the Stacks as intimately as anyone. The sound was more telling than sight, it was made up of the various pieces doing their work, the odd buzzing undertone of the Stacks, the roar of the blowers and flowing gas, the whine of the power converters.
The data feeds told him that the newest of the Stacks were putting out exactly the power and thrust predicted by the experimental models they had built up over the last six months. Thousands of hours of continuous running, tens of thousands of running data points and multiple tear downs told him that the basic core of the Stack was extremely rugged and long lived. The only things that wore out were the blowers, and they could be designed to survive for decades. He was comfortable that they had a safe propulsion system for their Moonships.
He glanced at the bank of video’s, the central one, showing the view from a camera at one end of the little canyon showed twenty metal roofed, open sided revetments serviced by a narrow gravel lane. The view was static except for a couple of his people maneuvering one of the middle-aged Stacks out with a forklift. That unit was scheduled for a complete tear down and microscopic inspection. Unfortunately, while some of the parts would find their way into other rebuilds, most of that unit would be destructively inspected to ensure that they weren’t still missing something. Hot hydrogen had turned out to be as difficult to work with as pure water, and water wasn’t called the universal solvent for nothing.
As the techs carefully reversed the forklift out of the nest of test stands Paul got a good view of the production Paaly Stack propulsion and power module. The basic unit was a stainless steel cylinder two feet in diameter and five and a bit feet tall, though that underlying shape wasn’t particularly obvious under all the encasing piping and equipment wrapped tightly around it. Large inlet and outlet manifold pipes filled two opposite sides, with a third side covered by an intricate nest of stainless steel pipes and shells called the gas plant. The complex plumbing ducted fast flowing, pressurized hydrogen from the blowers, through the chamber and the scrubbers that collected the helium ash that was the only byproduct of the fusion. On the one side not covered by plumbing there was an industrial weatherproof case full of electronics, controls, motor drives, power converters.
The core of the module was the stack of silicon and magnetic slices now stoutly wrapped in a steel reinforcing frame, the whole thing just under four feet tall by a foot and a bit square after you took the braces into account. The Stack now spun slowly on massive thrust bearings in the chamber to keep it at a relatively stable temperature. The bearings also carried a rather old-fashioned brush and ring system to carry the power in to and out of the stack. A high temperature rated short-range radio system borrowed from gas turbine and racecar instrumentation carried the control signals. It was three and a half times the height of the old experimental Stacks though the stainless steel vessel that surrounded it was only twice as big as the old one. The production prototypes produced twelve tons of thrust at ninety percent power, a better than ten to one thrust to weight ratio since the assembly itself weighed something like a ton.
As well as the sixteen production units in the thrust stands there were twenty similar units in various stages of assembly in the shop next to the assembly shed. There were parts ready for another hundred modules in various locations around the hollow and across the world.
Paul also knew that there were parts and assemblies for two more Moonships being readied. The engine room at the top of the Alexis had been ready to receive its twenty Stacks for weeks and there was a growing grumble about the delay, but neither Paul nor Cliff, or for that matter several other senior engineers thought they were ready. There were still problems cropping up all the time, minor ones, but it didn’t always require a big problem to kill you.
Paul shook his head, and glanced down at the instrument panel, they had another thirty hours to run on this by the test plan he’d developed. He glanced at Cindy Prentice the technician helping with the testing, “Cindy you’ll be OK if I go over to the assembly shed?”
“Sure Mr. Richards, looks like it’s going to be boring.”
“Let’s hope so Cindy, excitement is never a good thing on an endurance test.”
She grinned, “No more hydrogen explosions, or electrical fires?” The second major incident of the test campaign had been a fire in a power converter section that had caused a, fortunately minor, hydrogen fire.
“The memory of that casing whistling past my ear still gives me the creeps, and Raoul is still in my bad books for running into that revetment with a fire extinguisher without checking to see that the hydrogen lines had been purged.” Paul smiled back faintly, in truth the risk Raoul had taken bothered him more, though he’d had a few nightmares about that wicked snarling whistle.
Cindy smiled and shrugged, “God had other plans Mr. Richards.”
“I hope so Cindy, I certainly do, stay awake, I’ll drop by later.”
-o-
Paul slid the company car into the parking spot in front of the pleasant little house on a Primus Junction back street and checked the time. He needn’t have worried, Ted’s wife Clarice opened the front door and waved him in. Given that Ted worked until midnight most nights Paul was always worried about waking him up when he arrived for his lessons. The older man might seem as tough as nails, but he was in his sixties.
Inside, the house was spotless and meticulously decorated. It all looked very natural and right, and because of that it was almost inconspicuous, but Paul knew that most of the paintings were real, and some of them were worth quite a bit, the furniture was all solid wood and some of it was several hundred years old, collected by Clarice over the years of drifting from base to base around the world.
For all her sixty six years and five foot nothing stature Clarice was good looking and somehow imposing. “The Major is in the den Paul, I’m brewing some coffee?”
“Thanks Clarice, I’d love some, been saving up my caffeine allowance for it in fact.”
A sharp nod and a fold of the mouth that indicated pleasure and she was gone. It had startled Paul to find that the young cowhand turned chopper pilot had retired from the Army as a Colonel, though Ted preferred the title of ‘major’ for some reason. He had left the army from a position where he had been responsible for the training syllabus for almost all Army chopper pilots.
Ted was sitting in front of a big flat panel display when Paul walked in. It was displaying the view over the nose of an attack chopper streaking along at grass top level among scenery that indicated someplace in Europe. Another big display in the corner was dark except for the ready prompt. Paul went over and settled into the chair in front of that, turning to look over Ted’s shoulder.
Ted’s army career had ended because of a degenerative disease of the eye that ruined his night sight. The colors on the screen were oddly distorted and to Paul’s eyes unnatural, which with the scenery whipping past at a frightening rate made him a bit queasy. But he could see Ted’s mastery, knew that he’d never have the old Texan’s effortless mastery of his machine. The disease that crippled his night sight, to a degree that made it dangerous for him to drive at night, let alone fly, had no effect on his instinctive reflexes.
The simulation was no game; it was a military grade training and evaluation tool. It was still a blast to play. Ted led his attack troop in low and fast, explosions ripped through the targets and enemy missiles rose in response. Then trees were all around, masking the cauldron of battle.
Ted leaned back and the display drew out to an operational view, the old soldier sighed, “well so much for that lot then.”
Paul realized he’d been holding his breath, “Hell of a risk popping up like that on the front flank?”
“Nah, had ’em distracted, a pop up wasn’t particularly dangerous. But what it tells me is that they pushed a big spearhead out to engage our main force, leaving a screen of light forces. Probably know we don’t have enough to stop the main thrust and come at them from the flank.”
“Can’t you fix them and come at them from some unexpected angle”
“No time, no room, no roads, no frigging ammo. This action is running the magazines down fast, the next pulse of logistics support won’t hit for another twenty-four hours and that’s going to be far too late.” He fell into a brooding silence.
Paul spoke after awhile, “I take it you’re not playing a pickup game with a bunch of high schoolers off the gaming net?”
A shake of the grizzled head, “Doin’ a bit of on the side consulting.” A chuckle, “A snot nosed lieutenant I taught to fly is now a bigwig general and she’s a tad worried about some of the stuff the Chinese have in the hopper these days.”
“That looked like Europe; I would have thought you’d be worried about Africa, Asia or the Middle East?” Paul indicated the screen with his chin.
“Was, Jesse’s a stickler for security so she doesn’t want to tell me where she’s worried about in case I go blabbing. But she knows very well that I know, and everyone else with half a brain knows that the problem’s in the ‘stans. You’d think after all these fricking decades they’d have straightened that mess out.”
“Coffee gentlemen, and major I’d appreciate your keeping your voice and your language moderated.” Clarice said from the doorway. Both Ted and Paul were rising to their feet at the first syllables; it just seemed the right thing to do. Ted gave his lady wife a peck on the cheek in response to the command, as he relieved her of the tray with its carafe, cups, creamer and little crystal bowl full of little blue packets, a special dispensation for Paul.
A couple of minutes later Paul leaned back in his chair sipping Clarice’s coffee. She had a special blend that was one of the best he had ever had, Betsy appeared to agree since she served it at the Upstairs.
Ted waved his hand at the display presently behind Paul, “You come for more tutoring? You said the other week you’d probably be cutting back?” There was amused tolerance in Ted’s voice and face. Ted had been tutoring Paul in the fine points of flying, particularly flying helicopters for four months now. Ever since Paul had found out about Ted’s prior career and then drummed up the courage to ask if Ted could give him some pointers.
Paul had suspected early on that the Alexis Aurora would handle a lot like a chopper and that had turned out to be the case. Cliff had started a trainer simulator program long before Paul joined but it had been Paul who signed off when the programmers and dynamicists finally delivered it. The system had all of the expected control interfaces and performance characteristics of the Alexis Aurora Aristide in it. There was a full immersion simulator at one end of the construction shed but Cliff and Paul had both insisted on a desktop version. Both the big and small versions were almost game-like in some ways, and both had a scoring system
The crew selection committee had all agreed that the commander needed to be one of the senior technical team who could do well on the simulator. That meant acing the ‘game’ and passing a stringent physical and mental review. The review team included physicians, two ex Air Force officers, one with a lot of flight training experience, and a few technical types.
Paul had flown the simulator in competition with everyone else though he’d had no illusions about his skills. He had never done well in any kind of arcade shoot-em-up or simulator. On the off chance that he might do well enough to be considered for one of the backup command slots he had asked Ted to help, he had flown Ted’s sophisticated chopper simulator at least three times a week ever since. He hadn’t always done terribly well on either simulator at first, but he had steadily gotten better and when he started comparing his scores with others he found that he was now consistently in the top ten percent. As the testing scenarios got harder his scores went up, the Moonship wasn’t hard to fly but it required finesse and he consistently reacted right when things went wrong, his insight into the dynamics of the ship and its system giving him an edge.
He was easily the best of any of the senior engineers and managers. He’d also done pretty well with the review committees, all but one, which was part of why he was here. Paul realized he’d fallen into a reverie sipping his coffee but Ted was the soul of patience, the pale green eyes smiled calmly as he sipped his black coffee.
“Sorry Ted, I guess I drifted there, this is a bit hard. I still can’t tell you a lot of what I’m doing but as you know it has quite a bit to do with flying. I’m in competition for one of the command slots, and I’ve run into a problem with someone you know, John VanDoone.”
“Major John VanDoone, US Air Force, Retired. I didn’t realize you even knew him, he’s never mentioned you.” The left eyebrow had risen but there was little surprise in the calm voice.
“He and I don’t get along well. He seems to think that I’ve been handed a couple of plum assignments that he should have gotten. I’ve also made it very clear to him that I do not appreciate some of his politicking.”
A sigh, “He’s always been a schemer, seems to think that’s how everyone is. Never can see that most people can’t be bothered, he’s a good poker player though.”
Paul snorted, “Not surprised. He let slip that he knew you and that you and he’d met while you were still in the Army?”
“Yeah he was a test pilot; I was in command of the army test group. We were effectively at the same level in two different chains of command, which was just fine with me. He lives on the other side of town; his wife and Clarice knew each other back then and met at some do or another. We’ve met a few times since, though he seems to think that I’ve rather disgraced myself by becoming a cook.” Ted’s tone was good humored and forgiving,
Paul grunted in sympathy VanDoone seemed to stay close to type, “He is trying to sell the viewpoint to the selection committee that my lack of command and real flying experiences disqualifies me for the slot. To be honest, I’m not sure that I disagree, Ted. But VanDoone wants the slot and he’s likely to get it because he’s got the ex-air force types on the various committees on his side. He’s not a very good pilot, at least not of the vehicle we’re working on. I think he was so sure of his ability that he didn’t practice very much till too late.”
The gray eyebrow was up again, “Ehe, he’s always been more about hierarchy than skills, but skills flying what? You know rumors are flying around these days? Some of them pretty crazy.”
Paul shrugged, “I can assure you we are not working on a UFO the Air Force shipped here from Groom Lake.” It was surprising that word was only now beginning to drift out in the form of rumors. Nothing terribly close to the truth yet, but the basic idea of a new propulsion system for air or space craft had gotten out. Several rather crazy rumors had popped up recently, Paul suspected that AI’s security had planted them to confuse and diffuse.
The old chopper pilot grinned, “You take this sort of thing too seriously and personally Paul. Don’t sweat it, I’m a big boy and know that secrets really are necessary sometimes, even in industry.”
His kindly smile flickered to a faint grimace, “As for VanDoone, he hasn’t had any pilot in command time for a lot of years. I’d say if the rest of the selection committee thinks you’re ready I’d go with their opinion. In mine you’re about as ready for a command slot as anyone I know and in a pinch I’d even let you fly a Blackhawk. You’ve flown a full motion simulator right?” Paul nodded. Ted nodded in reply, “I’d not tell everyone this Paul, but these days I’d say full mo sim training’s as good as or better than the real thing in a lot of ways. Not always and I’d hate to throw someone straight into the shit from a sim, but if push came to shove I’d do it rather than depend on kid glove training in the real thing. We’re too afraid of crashing and killing people these days, we’re not allowed to push real life training hard enough any longer.”
Paul felt himself relax, he’d hoped Ted would say something like that but had been afraid he’d waffle or back VanDoone, in which case Paul might have tried to step aside for the ex Air Force pilot, little as he liked the scheming stuffed shirt.
Catching the subtle shift in the younger mans posture, Ted grinned, and then got serious again, he leaned forward with a faint frown, “You’re an odd mixture Paul, bloody minded about things you feel competent in, but as soon as you get out of your comfort zone you tend to go wobbly. That’s a weakness in a commander, a good commander listens to subordinates, to experts, but wobbling comes across as weakness. I don’t think you’re weak; you just externalize your thoughts too much. Subtly you need to think of those around you as friendly opponents in a card game for high stakes, they are constantly trying to read your intentions through cues you give away, and they may act on signs you didn’t really intend to send.”
It was given in a calm, down home tone of voice, from a man Paul had grown to admire. It had the impact of a punch igniting an epiphany of memories from past disasters all the way back BladePower.
Ted leaned back with a chuckle, “I’d guess you’re seeing some past disasters differently?”
Paul nodded, “Yes, a lot of times…I guess I always thought that letting your uncertainty hang out was a way to build teamwork.”
A shrug, “It can be, but only if you’re in a situation where you can afford the loss of control. Doing it in the middle of a bad situation can make things a hell of a lot worse. It’s one of the reasons that one of the oldest military axioms is; make a decision, make any decision, even if it’s wrong. It’s almost always easier to correct a mistake if you’re moving forward as a group rather than wallowing in uncertainty. In battle never give up the initiative and a lot of life can be thought of as battle in one sense or another.”
Thinking back to the closing days of BladePower Paul had to agree, it had been a battle and one with a lot of casualties he still didn’t like thinking about.
The two friends sat and chatted their way through three cups of coffee. Only Clarice’s acerbic reminder that Ted had to get ready to head over to Betsy’s broke up the friendly discussion.
-o-
The conference room was crowded, the full selection committee and all the subcommittees were present. Paul had been on the selection committee originally, until he had turned up as a leading candidate, he was here today as a candidate. Cliff was here as an observer but wasn’t on the committee since, as the principle Program Manager, it had been felt that people might give his opinion too much weight.
Ralph Cummings, the chairman of the committee, an ex-air force officer and the head of the operational logistics group, looked around, “Well, if everyone’s ready we need to get this under way.”
John VanDoone, sitting with his operational evaluation team, looked up. His group reviewed the crew candidates for their ability to carry out tasks as well as evaluated command ability. He smiled at Ralph, “We need to get this out of the way so we can move on.” He glanced across at Paul his smile stiffening, “I’m not sure what Mr. Richards and Mr. Sampson are here for?”
Ralph nodded, “Yes, we need to move on to the rest of the selections. I’ve asked Paul to appear before us because he has the highest overall score but there was a strong reservation on one of the review committee’s reports.”
VanDoone’s smile congealed, “I don’t think specifics of the reports are appropriate in this sort of meeting Ralph.”
“John, this ain’t the Air Force or the Astronaut corps, too small a community, everyone pretty much knows what’s what. All the candidates got glosses of their reports. Since there was a fairly consistent question raised about all the candidates who don’t have prior flying experience I think we need to discuss this with Paul since it affects him in more than one way.”
VanDoone’s face went red, “I thought that we would decide this as a combined committee and hand down the decision?”
Ralph steepled his fingers, “John, I need to tell you that the written opinion presented by your subcommittee has set off some rather rancorous debates among the rest of us. I’d like to get it out on the table and discuss it. There is a general feeling that the reservations about giving command to someone who has never actually flown are at least reasonable. But others, and I, are worried about the consistent failure of experienced pilots to do well, particularly in the emergency situations. Granted they have done better than ninety percent of the people who threw their hats in the ring, but none of them have done as well as the top scorers, and the difference is significant and not appreciably decreasing with increasing simulator time.”
There was a dead silence then Carl Gold, the head of the simulator design team, spoke up, “I’ve talked this over with a number of you by now, and I’ve come to the conclusion that the Moonship’s flight dynamics are enough different from any normal aircraft, even a helicopter, to make it a completely new beast. Given time we could probably tame some of the oddities but we don’t have the time, we need human adaptability. I think the problem with experienced pilots is that they bring their reflexes and subconscious expectations to the task and sometimes they just aren’t appropriate. I also think it indicative that the best of the candidates are all deeply involved with the design of the Moonships and are extremely smart and athletic - all key attributes of test pilots. My opinion is that we go with the simulator results for the selection.”
VanDoone snorted, “You’re calling these joystick jockeys test pilots? Damn it Gold I’ve commanded test pilots and these are no test pilots. Damn it the top scorer is a girl hardly out of her teens who’s more interested in primping for the boys than taking part in the most important endeavor in mankind’s history.”
Paul laughed, “Patsy’s a girl and she takes that job very seriously, but technically she’s as sharp as they come and she never makes a wrong move in the simulator. And have you ever gone against her on the sim net? She wipes the floor with any comers flying just about any aircraft you care to mention. She may not have the formal chops of an engineer but she has the eye of an artist and the mind of a surgeon, ask Cliff, she’s been a key member of the suit team ever since she joined. Just because she didn’t go to the Academy and learn the same way you did, don’t discount her abilities.”
The beady black eyes were hot, even though VanDoone tried to keep his face emotionless. “I have a full appreciation of Miss Finnegan’s finer points Mr. Richards but they are no substitute for hours in the air, experience dealing with real emergencies.”
Ralph coughed, “John you know that’s a bit specious these days, most pilots don’t ever experience an in flight emergency at all. Not even test pilots, ah…I don’t believe you’ve ever experienced one outside of a simulator.”
Paul wanted to yell in triumph as the beady black eyes changed targets, while the surrounding face went red.
Carl spoke again, his thin voice cutting the renewed silence, “And all indications are that training per se is only part of preparing to deal with emergencies. Some people are simply able to operate well under sudden great stress, others cannot. Those who do well do better when well prepared but they tend to do relatively well even without the training. There are some people who can suppress their panic altogether if they’ve been trained well enough. But that’s a fragile prop when there are so many things that could go wrong. The physical evaluation of the candidates tell us that the top candidates are likely all people who react positively to emergency stress, it’s not so clear about the remaining high scoring candidates. So once more I have to recommend we go with the top selects.”
Standing up Paul glanced around, “I have spent quite a bit of time thinking about this over the past few days. I must admit that I have at times debated stepping aside so that one of the experienced pilots could take the first command slot,” he hesitated and was faintly amused to sense that most people were holding their breath, “in the end I decided not to do so. Carl’s pretty much outlined the technical reasons for that. From another viewpoint I think that my knowledge of the ship and its systems makes me a reasonable choice. I have also had enough experience dealing with stress in one form or another that I think I’m capable of this. And trust me, I want to do this as much as anyone you could imagine.”
He stopped, he could go on and on about how much he wanted to go but that wasn’t really a good reason for them to pick him above someone else.
After taking a breath he continued, “I also think that Patsy should be the copilot, the original intent was that the copilot would be the person with the highest overall scores period and that person is Patsy. I’ve flown the simulator with her a number of times and she always does the right thing in an emergency. Even the times we end up crashing it’s not because she does anything wrong, and she never stops trying even when it’s obvious things are beyond hope. That’s the kind of person that I want as my copilot.”
-o-
Twenty minutes later Cliff grinned at Paul over the rim of his coffee cup. “You know Paul you can be a really annoying take charge kind of guy when you want to be.”
Paul snorted, “I think almost everyone was on my side, even those on the fence, they’d just let themselves be talked out of it by John and their own prejudices. What Carl said was pretty obvious stuff to me. You know, I wonder if it might have been different if we had a few younger pilots? You notice all the pilots are getting on.”
“Because they didn’t come as pilots, they are all engineers or operational people who came here to do other work. Some of us suggested hiring a few good pilots at various times but Mr. Aristide has always stopped it. This internal selection process has worked better than I had expected but it was pretty much a second thought.”
Paul thought about that, “You’d think he’d have made it a top priority.”
“Yes….yes.” Cliff’s voice faded. Paul studied the other man but decided not to push.
They drank their coffee in silence, then, after what seemed like a big effort, Cliff glanced over at Paul, “I have some news, bad I suppose, a couple of our techs have been requisitioned by another program, they’ll be leaving in a few days. Cindy Prentice is one of them.”
Paul almost dropped his coffee, “What the hell is that Cliff? I thought Aristide thought this was the most important program in the world. How can he start pulling people in the middle of the test campaign?”
“I don’t know where they’re going Paul, but Aristide’s spending a lot of money on this and that money has to come from somewhere. Cindy’s a great tech, she’s worked with a lot of AI’s program managers over the years, and I’d guess someone called in a favor. I have to suppose that, since the testing is going well and has settled into routine data gathering, the folks at human resources let it through the filter.” Though Cliff’s defense of the decision was verbally strong, there was no real conviction in his voice.
Once again the questions about what exactly was going on here arose. Paul felt a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach, he was deep into something that he didn’t fully understand and didn’t fully trust.
He wanted to ask Cliff some more pointed questions but he guessed that Cliff either didn’t know the answers or wouldn’t answer them if he did. There was also the question of what would happen if he started asking too many difficult questions.
Cliff looked across at Paul, tried to smile, “I need to be heading home Paul. I’m glad you got the first command slot and got Patsy as your copilot. Any better idea when we can start installing the Stacks in the Alexis?”
“Not long now, I’d like another couple of months,” he held up his hand as Cliff’s eyes widened, “but less than two weeks should do it unless something unexpected pops up. I want more hours and another couple of tear downs and full reports before I sign off on them.”
That improved Cliff’s mood instantly, “Oh good, in that case….” They talked as they walked down to the car park.
Paul trotted up the stairs to the top of the plateau and strode down the path to his little bungalow. Worry and supposition boiled in his mind. What he had learned about Aristides’ odd behavior towards his heart’s desire seemed threatening, and the loss of Cindy Prentice just made that other discontinuity loom larger.
The sky was pink blue and black as Paul reached the ramp down to his front door. As he had before, he stopped and put one foot on the low wall that defined the entrance and leaned forward thinking, but thinking with no real information did him little good. He had searched the open sources and asked the questions he felt comfortable asking and he still didn’t know where all the money for this program came from other than Richard Aristides’ apparently infinitely deep pockets. He still did not understand why or how Aristide had started the Luna Haven project long before Cooper had invented the Stack, or what the connection between Cooper and Aristide was.
The sky was star-studded blue black before Paul finally gave up and finished his trip home.
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Plots
Aristide Industries’ sole visible extravagance was the Gulfstream/Tupolev Supersonic Business Jet that its chairman used to shuttle himself and the company’s top management around. Today the supercruiser was high above the vast emptiness of the South Atlantic, streaking towards New York, carrying Aristide Industries CEO, COO and CFO home from a meeting in Pretoria.
The CFO, Benjamin VanBunt leaned back in the deeply cushioned leather recliner as he studied his principal. Ben was a lawyer and an accountant specializing in international finances. He was not well known because he’d worked for Aristide Industries, really for Richard Aristide, his entire professional career. He was certain that he could have been world famous, been recognized as powerful in the halls of the rich and famous, if he had followed the path of others through the great investment banks and into government service, but he was a quiet man and he knew that he was as well paid as any accountant on Earth.
He was paid that much because he helped Richard Aristide in his single minded, at times brilliant and at times delusional, quest to take mankind to the stars. He’d started almost thirty years ago helping with Aristide’s ‘hobby’, which in those days was a small thing, a harmless obsession.
Like many obsessed men of brilliance Richard Aristide had been lucky. The futurists and engineers in Aristide Advanced Engineering had developed a lot of useful technology as a by-product of concepts developed for space settlement and industrialization. Over the years AAE had developed a worldwide reputation for forward thinking, sophisticated and elegant engineering solutions, especially in rugged environment construction.
AAE had its headquarters in Switzerland but it had various subsidiaries all over the world, especially in the US. Many of those subsidiaries looked like independent R&D firms to outsiders. Altogether these companies had spent billions on space settlement and industrialization, much of it paid for by customers who had no idea that they were funding space research, and who, by and large, had gone away happy with what they got in return for their money.
But as Richard Aristide had grown richer, and his company more successful, his dreams had gotten more grandiose, in the early days Ben’s scrubbing process had hidden short-term losses and de-emphasized the scale and focus of the work going on in AAE. That had become harder as the costs of the delusions had grown. While AAE’s, and its various subsidiaries, reputations grew, their losses grew as well and Ben had to start draining funds away from AI’s hugely profitable construction business worldwide. Now he also found funds flowing in from sources he didn’t know about, which Richard would not tell him about, but even those flows were insufficient. Aristide’s dream was killing the company he had built over decades, and Ben was hiding that death spiral from the world.
Ben had no delusions about himself; he’d done what he’d done for the kick of it, because he could, and because it allowed him to stretch his mind, not because he’d had any belief in Aristide’s manifest destiny of mankind among the stars. But now he found himself in a nightmarish world where delusion and fact mixed in bizarre and confusing ways.
Aristide had gotten lucky, so lucky that if he had been rational they could have gotten out of the hole they had dug for themselves with little difficulty. The Paaly Stack and the Paaly Effect were going to change the world forever and give mankind the stars. The man and company who did that would have been forgiven much. But Richard Aristide was driving forward with his plans and those plans were as mad as anything any movie villain had ever hatched.
Richard Aristide didn’t look insane but Ben was almost certain that he was, now. When obsession had crossed the line to megalomania was unclear, there was probably no clear line but Ben was certain that the big old man had traveled far beyond whatever line there was. But then again, he couldn’t really be insane because his plans were logical in their way and practical, given the power he now controlled, but the goals and methods of those plans were far beyond the pale of sanity, or what a quiet, Harvard educated Dutchman, thought of as sane.
Ben glanced across at Howard Conrad who was deep in conversation with Richard Aristide. Conrad was ex-British Royal Air Force, at some point he’d been a security consultant, a mercenary. These days he was Aristide Chief of Operations, but he spent most of his time dealing with security and the Luna Haven project.
The slim, sandy Englishman was relaxed as the two men discussed the progress of the Luna Haven project, “…Paul Richard’s both a boon and a problem Richard. He’s bright but not just in a technical sense, as his success in getting the command slot on the first Moonship proves. He’s been up to his ears in getting the Stacks straightened out and the Moonship finished. But he’s also developed some rather troubling friendships among the locals and he’s been poking around, I think he’s beginning to look up and ask where the hell all the money for the toys came from.”
Aristide waved a hand, “He’s going to have the Alexis in space in less than a month Howard. They’ve got thousands of hours on the Stacks now; he’s blown a couple on purpose and has started stripping units to find wear patterns. The man is bright and driven; he’s also a believer in the goal. All of the old hands have questions Howard, they wouldn’t be human if they didn’t, but they all believe in the Goal.” He spoke with confidence.
Howard’s voice was clipped and practical. “But he’s not an old hand or part of your little cult, or even one of the townspeople who want to save their home, he’s a bright young man who’s been burnt enough in the past following his dream. So perhaps he won’t follow quite so closely this time.”
“We need him for a while Howard, long enough to get us up and started on the endgame. Once Luna Haven is established we have a place we can hold people with relative ease. If he becomes a problem he can become an early permanent resident of the base like Paaly and a few others will.”
The sandy haired Englishman with his washed out blue eyes looked out the window, “All right Richard, I think we have a plan but I will keep an eye on Mr. Richards.” Ben saw the nervous tap of his fingers on his leg under the table. Howard wasn’t as relaxed as he looked. “What about the Coots? And the rest, are we going to be able to get them up and safely installed before the roof crashes in?” The dangerous eyes flashed over to look at Ben.
“Ben?” Aristide’s voice was calm and flat.
Ben closed his eyes and shrugged, “We have roughly nine months until we run out of cash at the current rate of expenditure, about three months later the ah, roof will start to crash in, in slow motion. I can dance over the coals for up to six months while the enormity of it all sinks in. So…. barring the unforeseen we have about ten months before smart people start to realize we are bankrupt, maybe a year before our suppliers stop delivering. I imagine about that time the Utah State Government and the Federal Government will begin to ask questions, in enough detail to realize that we have fallen far behind schedule on the canal project.” He sounded so confident, and he was, in reality this sort of thing was almost as predictable as the payout on a mortgage, he’d been studying this endgame scenario for the better part of two years now and it was surprising how little variation he had seen in his case studies.
“Nine months then,” Howard discounted Ben’s answer
The accountant shrugged expressively at Richard who smiled faintly and spoke to the ex mercenary, “Twelve months Ben says, twelve months we have Howard. But I agree we should plan to have it done in nine.”
“I think we can have the Coots up along with all the key technical people from the Hollow and the garrison. I’ve gone over the construction schedule with Conti; at that point we’d have lots of room and life support for the garrison and lift capacity for the fighter hulls and the weapons platforms.” The gangly soldiers eyes were hooded, the fingers under the table tapped on as he thought.
“I wish you would stop calling the Church of the Stars the Coots Howard, they are dedicated people following my dream and should be honored for that, not derided.” Richard’s voice was cool.
Howard shrugged, “As you say Mr. Aristide, but from my viewpoint they are a reliable work force, and will form the core of a civilian population that has the social cohesion to survive in a rugged environment, take orders and not be a burden.”
Ben shivered faintly; Howard was a ruthless and heartless bastard, though probably not cruel except when necessary. This was the first time the pair of them had talked openly about the garrison and the weapons. They’d been obvious but unstated for a while. The feeling of being trapped in a nightmare returned, “What fighters and what weapons platforms Howard? We’ve sunk all our money into the Moonships and the Base?”
The pale blue eyes fastened on him and the almost lipless mouth curved as if tasting something sour, “Not quite all our money Ben. You’ve noted that we have a few relatively small, but significant, revenue streams coming in from…ah…unspecified sources?” Ben nodded.
Howard’s nostrils flared, he smiled a thin satisfied smile, “Not all those funds came through your hands. The engineering group in Switzerland is developing a space fighter; I gave them sanitized specs for the Paaly Stack and asked them to develop something around it using existing hardware. They started out thinking they were developing something for a sci-fi epic. It turns out that the existing Stack will fit in the fuselage of the old F 104 Star Fighter, of which there are still literally hundreds in almost pristine condition in the desert storage after all these years. With electric powered steam attitude control jets and a gimbaled thrust bearing on the Stack you end up with a fighter that can operate in space or air. It can out accelerate any fighter in existence and can fly into and out of the atmosphere at will, though they have to be careful about velocity, since they’re plain old aluminum and could easily melt if they hit atmosphere too fast. ”
Howard hesitated then went on with a smirk, “I’ve bought twenty mothballed airframes without engines and have them in storage. We also bought twenty-four solid-state radars and electronic countermeasures suites, built for the Euro-Fighter but never installed because the aircraft they were to be installed on were never built. Bureaucrats never fail to amaze me. Oh and we managed to ah…sideline a couple of boxcars of missiles and launch rails as well. Been stashed on a siding in an old Soviet era military reservation for a year and forgotten. Whole lot only cost about forty million Euros first to last.”
Ben kept his discomfort hidden and watched the other man’s satisfaction, Howard’s sort survived, thrived, in the interstices of bureaucracy and failed statesmanship. Then he thought about the money, the soldier seemed to think forty million was chicken feed. He only hoped the soldier had hidden his tracks, he probably had. Mercenaries, good ones anyway, tended to be very careful people.
Aristide spoke up next, “The weapons platforms are orbital busses we designed to carry bombardment weapons. Either guided reentry vehicles - or rocks for that matter! They will go into orbit around Earth, when we command them they will temporarily de-orbit themselves, drop the weapons selected and then regain orbital velocity - much like a dive-bomber. We could have used rockets to de-orbit the weapons, it doesn’t take much, but the dive-bombing is less expensive and potentially more accurate. Should be able to put an unguided weapon into a box ten meters wide by about a hundred meters long and that’s good enough for a lot of missions, the guided weapons will have an essentially zero miss distance.”
Ben wanted to hold his head, it felt like it was going to explode, or float away, “So you still intend to declare the Luna Free State then Richard?”
Howard snorted, “Of course we do Ben, where have you been for the last couple of years?”
“Ben’s just expressing his concern Howard; he’s not convinced this is the best way forward for the race. He doesn’t see the end times coming as clearly as you and I do and the need to get mankind off this dying rock ball before we destroy ourselves. Right Ben?” Richard Aristide spoke calmly and kindly, Ben knew that the mad industrialist still trusted him and by doing so Aristide was trapping Ben, who couldn’t find it in himself to betray that trust.
Aristide didn’t see the curve of contempt on Howard’s lips that Ben saw. The cold assessment in the pale eyes was terrifying, more so than any overt threat. Ben was surprised he could even speak; he was even more surprised to find that his voice didn’t squeak, “I’m afraid you’re right Richard but I guess I don’t have to believe in all of it to help. I just think the same things could be accomplished with much less precipitous actions.”
Aristide shook his head, “God wouldn’t have given this gift to us if he hadn’t meant us to use it and use it quickly. The powers that be have proven that they have no interest in expanding the human hegemony; it would weaken their hold on power. If we delay, take this public, we would be dragged down by them. God would overcome eventually but it would slow things by years - decades - and that would be disastrous, I’m sure. Once the Free State is declared and we offer our services to the population of the world things will move forward very rapidly.”
Howard smiled coldly, “But there is a large chance that the old line governments will try and stop us, try and stop the exodus of population and control to the solar system and the stars, so we need to be prepared to be cut off from Earth for some time. We must also be able to defend ourselves of course and usually the best defense is a good offense, especially when you are dealing with nuclear powers who believe in the balance of terror.”
“Won’t the US ballistic defense system, even the experimental airborne and space based lasers be a problem?” Ben asked quietly, more to distract his mind from his nausea than anything else.
Howard shook his head, “There aren’t many of the ground or sea based interceptors and we can saturate them, they’re designed for the old world where lofting ballistic weapons was expensive and the warheads were weapons of mass destruction, not barrages of precision weapons. And above a certain altitude the missiles are harmless. The lasers are soft targets from space, one of the first the space fighters will take out. If the US and the UN prove too much of a problem we will then show them who has the high ground and is in control, then we will dictate terms to them.”
Aristide shook his head, “No, no they’ll see sense long before things come to that, but you are right that we need to have some teeth to show. Even in the twenty-first century, armed forces are necessary to make sure you are taken seriously, unfortunately.”
It was obvious that Aristide didn’t realize that his henchman was planning much more aggressive, perhaps even preemptive action, under his own nose. Howard was looking towards world domination from the moon, while Aristide was looking at the salvation of humanity from the same location. Maybe the two views were just different ways of looking at the same scenario?
Looking at the two men across the cabin Ben was struck by the thought that Howard was not insane, and yet the plans Ben saw in that narrow cold face were much more frightening than Aristide’s insanity.
But wasn’t insanity defined as an inability to deal with reality? With a thump Ben realized that circumstances had robbed Aristide of his insanity. Objective reality had caught up with Richard and eliminated his obsessions dissonance with reality. Ben wanted to giggle as that insight flowered in his mind.
Howard’s cold assessing look and Aristide’s beatific smile wiped away that impulse. He realized that both of the other men might not be clinically insane, but they were certainly mad, perhaps divinely mad, but mad nonetheless. He also knew he had no option but to ride this out. He knew that Howard would have him killed the instant he showed any intention of straying and Ben had no way of knowing how tight his surveillance was. If it hadn’t been tight before, it would be now.
They had another couple of hours flying time, Ben closed his eyes and settled back, he wanted to sleep, some juvenile part of his mind hoped that maybe fate would intervene again and they would crash. He looked out and down at the seeming infinite expanse of gray below. Somehow a cold, deep, quiet, sea grave seemed preferable to the black pit of uncertainty he saw looming. He lay there for a long time with his eyes closed but sleep would not come as his mind spun around this nightmare in real life. Finally his mind let go and he slipped into sleep, but even there he was running across a moonscape trying to find someplace to breathe, with a leering Howard Conrad dressed as a devil on one shoulder and Aristide as an angel on the other, both yelling directions he couldn’t hear in the vacuum of space.
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November
Paul walked between the rings of Paaly Stacks. With the disaster sleeves, tubes of steel stiffened Kevlar armor, there wasn’t a lot to see but there was certainly a lot to hear. They’d installed the last unit of the ten in the outer ring this morning and been running all of them ever since. The blowers and the odd tone the Stacks put out when operating near full power combined to make the engine room noisy. The air conditioning in here was not working quite right either so the room was almost ninety degrees, something one of the other technicians was working on.
Raoul Spinoza was working on one of the gimbaled units, in the inner ring. The disaster sleeve was up and he had the power electronics rack open; the wiry Mexican glanced at Paul, “Hey Mr. Richards, could you pass me that converter module over there?”
The technician’s chin pointed at a plastic and metal object sitting on a utility stool a few feet away. It was about the size of an old laptop computer but with five heavy copper tongues sticking out the back along with a fiber optic connector and two dripless water connectors. The unit was surprisingly heavy, packed with heat sinks, silicon and silicon carbide devices and a sophisticated computer; it was one of the latest generation modular converters like those used in many electric cars and industrial power systems. Paul got a kick out of the fact that the unit had the name BladePower embossed in its aluminum shell. “What happened Raoul?” The Stack had been balking at synchronizing with rest of the ship’s power grid.
“Software, always software with these units, and I couldn’t get the damned thing to accept a remote rewrite so I had to pull it and hard reset, now it’s working fine.”
“Think it’s safe to reinstall?”
“If it goes again we’ll have a better idea of what’s wrong and we can simply cut this converter out of the loop, we can still output full power with one gone, the waveform just won’t look quite so nice and we’ll take some hours off the theoretical operating life.” Though he worked as, and enjoyed being, a technician Raoul was a trained engineer, a graduate of Virginia Tech.
Paul nodded as the unit went in next to a bank of three others. The four units in each Stack assembly could provide almost a megawatt of industrial three phase, four eighty volt, sixty cycle power, enough for the whole ship. A pure power Stack could easily output four megawatts but that was infinite overkill for the Alexis, even this was but they had done it anyway.
“Then what do you think about a little test lift this evening Raoul?” Paul asked, his stomach had the bottomless feeling of pure excitement.
The teeth gleamed in his swarthy face, brown eyes sparkling with excitement, “You ready to call the big drags Mr. Richards?”
“Patsy’s been ready for a week.” Paul laughed, Patsy had spent most of the last three weeks high as a kite after her final selection as the copilot and had seemed to get even more excited when Paul had gotten his unstated wish and the committee picked Raoul as the third member of the Alexis’ crew.
“Then by all means we should let Miss Finnegan have her way, don’t you think?” Raoul laughed.
“Done,” Paul tapped the utility tablet strapped to his arm like a huge wristwatch and tapped an icon, “Patsy?”
“Yeah boss?” Excitement made her voice squeaky.
“Tell Cliff to get the tug and drags out Patsy, we’re go for tonight.”
The inarticulate scream that came over his earboom made Paul laugh, he looked at Raoul whose eyebrow had risen, “She’s a bit excited.”
“Always is our Patsy a little excited, well I still have things to check off. How’s your list, and for that matter, how’s Patsy’s?” Raoul asked.
“Patsy’s is going well; she’s checked all the basic loads and the space survival equipment. Mine is doing OK, I’ve checked all the backup systems and the disc based software libraries to make sure we could rewrite the guidance and control system if we had the time and desire. I’m most of the way through the hardware spares and that’s looking good. The only deficiencies are either being fixed or green lines.” Green lines were nice to have, not critical items, most of them were second backups for systems that would not cause catastrophic failure if they went out.
“You talk to the design team about the next generation ship design Mr. Richards?” Raoul and Paul had worked up a long list of changes they would like to see in the second and third designs.
“Yeah, Chuck just about went through the roof when I showed him the flat deck concept.” Paul sighed.
Raoul shrugged, “It is what the Architect is supposed to do when the user and engineers give them the real requirements.” The three man crew of the Alexis loved ‘their’ ship but they could see that the design had been driven by the requirement to put the load deck as near the ground as possible - which was possible but not necessarily sensible - since when fully loaded the Alexis was a little difficult to control, one of the reasons the people with flying experience had done poorly with the simulator.
“You think we have enough spares onboard for the Stacks?” Paul knew he was obsessing a bit but couldn’t stop himself.
“Mr. Richards we have what? Over fifteen thousand operational hours on the Stacks now? With two failures in the latest design, only one of which took longer than twenty minutes to fix. And that one I fixed in twenty hours, complete blower strip out and all. I think we will do fine. How are the latest strip-down units looking?”
“As you’d expect, the Rootes Blowers are the wear items and it looks like the predicted thirty thousand hours mean time between failures was a good number. I figure we’re not going to do much better till we come up with some kind of solid-state compressor design. Only other problems are still to do with hydrogen embrittlement in some of the plumbing, nothing we hadn’t predicted but still worrying. I’d say after forty or fifty thousand hours they’ll be bombs waiting to go off. So, at about twenty thousand hours, we’ll strip units out and rebuild with all new structure, shell and plumbing.”
“Doesn’t sound too bad I guess, the electronics should last a lot longer than that so we can recycle a lot of the Stack hardware? And twenty thousand hours is what? Better than two years continuous operation right?”
“Yeah, and we should do better in the future, all the way around.” Raoul had buttoned the Stack up and dropped the sleeve down from the ceiling and locked it down. They watched a little remote panel as the unit came on line. It started generating thrust and power without a single hiccup.
-o-
As Paul walked into the construction shed he stopped and glanced around. The Alexis had been lifted onto what were essentially four large dollies after they had buttoned up the engineering module and before they had replaced the stealth sheathing over the outside. The two hundred ton gantry had simply lifted the ship off the floor and a forklift had located the massive four-wheel platforms under the feet. The ground crew had then made sure that the wheels were all aligned so the tug wouldn’t have too much trouble hauling the eighty tons of steel and aluminum out and onto the takeoff and landing pad.
The tug was one of those massive diesel machines used at airports to shove airliners away from the gate. It was sunset and the high bay doors on the north face of the assembly shed slid open for the first time in Paul’s memory. It was already dusk in the hollow as the big tug rumbled up from its storage shed.
They all walked out into the rapidly cooling evening as the Alexis rolled out; there was something primeval about the heavy rumble of the diesel and the stink of its exhaust. They were moving towards the most distant of the three hangar sheds. A design detail Paul had missed about the sheds was that they were built on a rail system, which allowed them to be rolled onto the launch pad so the Moonships didn’t need to be rolled in and out. It was not a difficult design, it had been used many times for rocket boosters, but it once more indicated how much thought and effort had gone into this program.
It took twenty minutes at a steady walking pace to get to the pad that would be the Alexis’ home from now on. The shed had been pushed back out of the way earlier. The dolly wheels were locked, the riggers hopped on the tug with waves and it rumbled into the darkness beyond the ring of lights on the pad. Now there were only a few people here, not far away was Cooper Paaly, tall and almost skeletal, as silent now as he had been for most of the last six months. Cliff Samson and Samuel Smythes, the Church of the Stars pastor, were close by as were Patsy’s parents and younger brother. Paul wished he could have had his parents here but they weren’t in on the secret. Neither were Raoul’s, they had to make do with talking to their parents on the phone.
Paul, Patsy and Raoul were all wearing their spacesuits, with the light weight ‘pilot’s shell’ each had their helmet hanging from a belt clip. Paul still found the suit a little disconcerting, a little constricting, but oddly comfortable; it wasn’t hot or cold, it wasn’t clammy, slick or chafing, it was as if he were embedded in faintly warm, soft but firm foam. The capillary action of the suit and the air passages kept it at body temperature even if the outside was hot or cold. He could understand why all the extreme sports types wore ultra spandex these days.
“Well Paul, it looks like you get your dream.” Cooper’s voice was a little cracked and old.
Paul wanted to cry when he looked into his friend’s age and disease ravaged face, “And yours as well Cooper - we did it! I looked at the figures and I think we could build a practical starship with Paaly Stacks today. One that wouldn’t take forever to get to Alpha Centauri - we have the stars in our hands!”
Cooper laughed, his voice a little creaky, “What, no Stockholm Paul?”
“As you so graphically put it Coop - screw Stockholm! If I have the moon and the stars what do I need money for?” Paul tried to smile up into the hooded blue eyes.
“Good, good, I’m sorry we haven’t talked much in the last few months Paul. I was angry at first about your siding with Aristide.” He hesitated, “One day you’ll probably realize why, but it’s not important now.” The old sparkle glinted through, “And it drove me to look at some things in much more detail,” A real grin, “I even looked at the design issues of the integrated Stack and I think you were being generous when you said it wasn’t ready. I don’t think it will be practical for decades, if at all. It also let me sit back and do a lot of thinking, I have some interesting toys to show you one of these days. Lots of fun, lots and lots of fun.”
Paul reached out to touch the other mans shoulder, “Good for you Cooper, and Cooper, thanks for coming out tonight, thanks for everything.”
The old man’s hand reached out, “Thanks for believing in me Paul, and pushing and helping. You never seem to realize that we’d not be here, except for you.”
Paul shrugged uncomfortably, “I’m just a grunt Cooper, I’m glad you think I helped, but you’d have figured it out without me. I was just lucky.”
“Just lucky! That we could all have such luck Paul!” His hand patted gently, “Have a good flight; I’m afraid I haven’t kept up with the plans, what’s the itinerary for tonight?”
“Nothing much, system checks, light off the APU and start up the Stacks from the APU. Lift off and hover for a while, hopefully we can do a little maneuvering. We probably won’t lift over the lip of the hollow. Tomorrow night we go for an orbital flight, no point really in pulling punches, we’ll exercise the navigation system and the Stacks to see how they perform. Next night we probably go for a Luna flyby. After that we’ll have to see, probably go for the first Luna landing in a week or less.” His heart raced as he said that, feeling like he was in some kind of sci-fi movie all over again.
The big hand patted again, “You be careful Paul, be careful.”
“I plan on it Cooper, but I plan on having the time of my life as well.”
Five minutes later Paul climbed up through the personnel hatch in the plating and then up the ladder mounted to one of the main structural beams. The ladder stopped on the catwalk, next to the cabin. The Alexis’ cabin was actually very spacious, about the same total area as a small airliner. It was made up of three cylindrical pressure vessels placed side-by-side and cross-connected by two hatchways. One cylinder was mostly dedicated to life support. It had oxygen tanks, oxygen scrubbers, food and potable water. It also contained the ships auxiliary power unit or APU, two Cummins diesels, either one of which could provide enough power to start a power Stack and keep the crew alive at the same time.
The center cylinder contained the ship’s bridge or cockpit, depending on your background. What Paul thought of as the bridge had no direct view of the outside, windows would have been expensive and compromised the Alexis’ stealth, so they made do with big, high resolution display panels, which did a better job in most cases anyway. Behind the bridge was an electronics bay containing most of the ship’s navigation and control systems. Behind that was living space made up of a small kitchen, sitting room, sleeping compartment and bathroom. The third cylinder was flexible space with a dual bathroom. Most of the space was currently filled with recording and test equipment
Below the flat decks in each compartment were storage bays, accessible through trap doors, for spares and infrequently needed equipment. There was also a ‘safe haven’ area in each compartment, with a water tank below it to protect against solar radiation should they be trapped in space in a solar storm. The haven was under the bridge and electronics room in the center module but was in the center section of the other two cylinders.
The three cylinders of the cabin provided the three-man crew with living space for weeks in space; it could also be set up to carry thirty people at a time to the Moon base. The design was not particularly oriented for weightlessness, with the Paaly drive they would accelerate all the way, only spending a few minutes in free fall on most trips.
Paul glanced at his displays, checking his crew’s status. Raoul was checking the propulsion and life support systems while Patsy was giving the hull and structure a once over. Paul settled into the command seat and buckled in. He’d done his own check on the way up here. They each had a formal checklist and a personal informal one that made sure the other two were on the ball. There was nothing that Paul could see wrong at this time, but then the Alexis had been gone over with a fine tooth comb for the past couple of weeks.
Paul started checking systems, he was on battery power, the big cell stacks were hardly showing a drain but he didn’t like using that energy if he didn’t have too. “Raoul, the APU’s show ready, what’s your read?”
“Go for start boss.” The Mexican sounded almost calm over his earboom.
The rumble of the diesels starting was rather anachronistic in a spaceship. Paul watched the power meters on the ship’s power bus flicker and stabilize. He brought the life support systems up and shut the valves that pulled in air from the outside. He snapped the safety cover down over those toggles leaving the diesels’ valves uncovered for now.
The first Paaly Stack came to life, and started to warm up, it had only been shut down an hour before so it would only take a few minutes. From a cold condition it could take as long as thirty minutes for the Stack to warm up to a safe starting temperature. He started two others on the start cycle, all that the diesels could power, even in startup mode.
Having done that, he started running down the rest of his check list. Monitoring systems, basic control systems, navigation systems, and display and recording functions, it was a startlingly long list. About five minutes into the list the first Paaly Stack reached safe start temperature; Paul switched it on and watched as the meter showed it generating power then started the warm up on ten more Stacks. By that time the other two were online and he quickly brought the remaining seven Stacks to startup and shut down the APU, flicking their valves shut.
Turning back to his main check list he quickly completed it. Patsy slipped into her seat next to him, putting her helmet on the rack behind her head and fastening the harness. She was looking very tense; there was a faint sheen of sweat on her forehead.
“How’re you doing Patsy?” Paul reached over and touched her arm.
She looked at him almost as if startled that he was there, but then a brilliant smile burst forth, “I feel like the world is resting on my shoulders Commander, but it feels so damned good I keep on expecting to wake up from some kind of crazy dream.”
Paul laughed, “Join the club Patsy, anything for the Fix List yet?”
“No Commander.” There was a rustle behind them as Raoul slipped into the flight engineer’s seat. Paul noted with an internal grin the wide-eyed excited look Patsy flashed at Raoul. She thought she was being discrete about it but the three of them spent too much time together to make it possible to hide the fact that she was deeply in love with the slender young Mexican. Raoul was pretty obviously smitten with her - but afraid of the reaction of the almost pure Anglo church community she lived in. Paul figured that young love would find a way. He just hoped the two of them wouldn’t be too blatant about it onboard.
The Stacks were all up now, producing low levels of thrust and a little power for the ship systems. The big tanks of ice on the load deck were beginning to thaw pretty quickly. They’d had no other solution to the waste heat problem. The Alexis had two large thermal wings that would be unfolded in space so cooling, once space borne and away from prying eyes, was not an issue. In atmosphere the plan had been to use large air-cooled heat sinks but they would blaze like an infrared searchlight when the ship was at full power and that would defeat the stealth system, so they had developed a system where the coolant lines passed through a couple of huge tanks of frozen water that could sink the heat for almost an hour, enough time for the ship to cover the distance from ground to orbit. The big thermal wings could freeze the water once the ship was in space and thus provide heat sinking for landing. It was heavy, almost two tons of water ice, but it was simple, elegant and predictable.
Overall, the stealthing of the ship had added almost seven tons to the already massive seventy two tons, but the twenty Paaly Stacks could put out two hundred and thirty tons of lift, which meant that they could accelerate the basic hull at something like three gravities. They could accelerate the maximum planned cargo at almost one and a half G. With a basic load of liquid hydrogen they could easily accelerate all the way out to Jupiter and back in a few days, a thought that still boggled the mind, and one that set the dreamer behind his workaday persona to spinning wild imaginings.
The Stacks were putting out about twenty tons of lift and the ship’s systems were totally nominal. Paul glanced at the small flat panel monitor that showed the interior of the command center, full of people. Unlike the space program, the command center had not said a thing during the whole start up procedure. The Alexis had to be totally autonomous, unlike NASA’s scientific vessels. The command center was designed to control the preparation and loading of cargo when the base construction was underway.
“Command center, we are commencing flight test.”
Cliff’s voice was tense, “Go with God Alexis!”
Paul selected manual mode and pushed the thrust control smoothly forward. Through the structure they could hear the Stacks picking up power. Patsy spoke softly, “Thirty tons, forty tons, fifty tons, sixty tons, seventy tons, eighty, zero on the jacks, we have lift off.” There were cheers in the command center.
Paul rolled the thrust back to the indent at seventy-nine tons and the ship held in the hover. The laser altimeter showed that they were only a foot or so further off the ground than they had started. He had the control mode in x-y lock so the ship was automatically trying to keep them over the same spot. There was no drift that any of the sensors could detect.
With a faint singing roar almost eighty tons of spacecraft hung in the air as still as if she had been planted on the ground.
“We did it, we did it, God bless, God bless.” Patsy was whispering to herself as she checked her instruments.
Paul rolled the theta control and the ship pivoted on her axis, still held in x-y lock, she swung around, her massive landing pads scything the air, “Patsy retract the jacks.”
A flick of a switch on the center console and they all felt the faint rumble and thump as the gear came up and sealing plates slid into position, “Gear up and stealth complete, cross check?”
Raoul spoke softly, “I have confirmation on all four positions Commander, Pilot. I also have confirmation of all external vents and seals set at ascent and or space.”
Paul had brought the slow spin to a stop and put the theta lock on. Now he pushed the side stick controller and the hull began to move slowly towards the center of the hollow. He let it go and the ship came to a smooth stop, locked in position once more.
“Cliff, the response is nominal so far, I am going to lift to the max hollow altitude and do a couple more checks. Copilot, dial in a hundred feet AGL please.”
“Commander has asked for one hundred feet AGL.” Patsy said calmly and rolled the thumbwheel that controlled altitude. The Alexis floated up gently and then stopped almost imperceptibly.
Paul rolled the hull and pulled the side stick controller and the ship pirouetted and swooped to the side. For the next forty minutes eighty tons of spacecraft danced almost silently in the air over the hollow’s floor. First under Paul’s control then Patsy’s, even Raoul got a couple of minutes. The water in the coolant tanks was beginning to simmer by the time Paul reluctantly decided to call it a day.
The landing jacks came out with smooth precision as they came to a halt over the exact center of the pad, controlled by a GPS receiver. Paul rolled the altimeter control down with a maximum drop rate set at a foot per second and the Alexis dropped silently towards the concrete. The riggers had cleared the dollies off the pad while they’d been out over the center of the hollow.
Touchdown was smooth and precise, the three laser altimeters making sure that the landing jacks touched down at almost the same instant. Paul waited for a few seconds then flicked the Stacks to shutdown mode and the battery took up the internal loads. Paul flipped the shields over the vents and valves and a red light and a buzzer lit up. Raoul spoke “I’m disarming the warning, Commander.”
“Thank you, Engineer.” The light went out and they ran down the shut down list. The ground crew had opened the access hatch and was already attaching the coolant lines to the almost boiling water tanks. On the power board the external power light came on and the batteries started to charge up again.
Paul looked over a Patsy, “How’d you like your first flight?” The three of them had in fact been flying every few days in one of Aristide Industries’ light airplanes. Paul still found it very odd that he would be piloting a spacecraft to the moon before he got his private pilot’s ticket. On thinking about it he had to wonder if he’d ever get his ticket. The ex-Air Force types and the Doctor on the selection committee had insisted on the flight training but in truth there was really no similarity between the behavior of the little Beechcraft and the Alexis Aurora. The ‘feel’ was utterly different and Paul had to wonder if it wasn’t pointless, as well as being something he didn’t have the time for.
Patsy was sitting back wide eyed, staring up at the overhead display showing the systems shutting down, “I can’t say Commander, I don’t know. I feel almost let down right now but I feel like I’m going to float away and thinking about tomorrow just about blows my mind.”
“Commander, you know every system and response, right down the line, was what the simulations and tests said they would be. I don’t see any reason to delay going for an orbital flight tomorrow.” Raoul’s voice was very level and firm. Paul grinned to himself, very happy with his choice of engineers.
“You and me both Raoul, how do you feel Patsy?” Paul asked almost rhetorically.
“I’m with you, orbital testing or more?”
“My thought is we may have been way too conservative. What about checking the solar weather report, if it looks good I say we do a direct ascent and establish our orbit out of the normal orbital planes outside the radiation belt. Do our initial orbital tests and see how we do in zero g. Stay in orbit all day, and if it still looks good go for a Luna fly by the second day and a landing on the third night?” Paul said quietly.
“Oh wow, boss! You don’t go half way do you?” There was almost reverence in his young copilot’s voice.
“It sounds reasonable Commander; do a quick stop in low orbit to check systems before going up to the ten thousand mile orbit?” asked Raoul.
Paul nodded, “Makes sense, I guess if things went completely to hell we might be able to rendezvous with the space station. You never can tell.”
The link to the Command center was reestablished, Cliff’s grinning face was in the screen, “Hey guys, fantastic, how did it feel?”
“Like we were meant to be there,” Paul smiled back.
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To the Moon
The sun blasted in through the front window of Paul’s little chalet, illuminating the small table that occupied the tiny dining alcove. The classic southwest decoration and coloration, with a strong undertone of sage, was both fitting - and a mockery of the beauty outside. Sitting here he could look out across what seemed like an infinity of almost empty desert with a blue sky that suddenly seemed very close.
Breakfast was fruit and yogurt with toast, supplied by the Hollow’s support staff, much like the long stay hotels he had used in the past. It was a comfortable but lonely and impersonal life, in most ways he was happy enough living this way…most of the time. He had come back here last night and realized that he had no one to celebrate with. On top of the greatest day in his life he had gone to bed in one of the deepest depressions of his life. He had fallen into a restless sleep and woken before the sun was above the horizon to go out and run and work out in the little exercise room in the hostel. Feeling a lot better now, he had beaten the depression back into its hole and life was returning to an even keel.
Today was going to be a busy day, the first components of the MoonDream were going to start moving into position in the assembly shed and they were going to start refining the lift schedule for the Moon Base. The materials that were early on the lift schedule were being moved into the shed by the Alexis’ hanger. He had noted that some material was being stored under tarps now; it was no longer worth while building new sheds. In a few weeks at most a lot of it would be on the moon, in less than six months most of the material stockpiled in the hollow would be on the moon along with the better part of a hundred people - at least that was the plan.
It was amazing what they were planning, what they were doing. In some views it was insane, they were taking risks that few modern people took any longer, but it felt incredibly good. Certainly there was a chance for disaster, for death, even horrible death, but mankind was really on the road to the stars at long last. Somehow it almost felt like they were the first molecules out of a relief valve, hurled out by the pent up pressure behind them.
Everything just seemed right, seemed to be pushing them to go fast. The Paaly Stacks of course - but also the spacesuits, the life support systems, the power conversion and computer infrastructure. As much as anything the technology just seemed ready, right; lying there for them to pick up and go. Maybe this was how it had been at other turning points in human history, back to the Stone Age, points in time when technology, society and concepts all suddenly melded to create a great leap into an unknown future.
Paul found himself standing with his heart beating fast, “I’ve got to remember that thought for the speech tonight,” he whispered with a crooked smile at his own emotional roller coaster.
-o-
The stars gleamed as Paul did a last quick check of the Alexis Aurora, wondering again what the name signified to Aristide.
Raoul was doing his hardware checks so Paul climbed up the short ladder into the shell and onto the cargo deck. He noted that Patsy was already on her way up the ladder. Paul took a quick turn around the deck to check the few mission critical items that resided down on this level then followed the copilot up to the cabin. Patsy was still on the catwalk around the cabins as he let himself in through the main airlock.
A few more checks and Paul was in the vessel commander’s position running through the checklist. After checking with Raoul he started the APU diesels and started the Stack warm up. Just as a check he cross-connected one of the Stacks to the battery pack, since the Stacks were almost cold tonight it was going to be an hour before they had full power. Time passed amazingly fast, the tone indicating the first four Stacks were generating power caught him by surprise. He flicked the power to the next group of Stacks, and started recharging the batteries. The only external connection they had now was the refrigerant line keeping the ice tanks chilled.
The refrigerant line was the last one to be disconnected. As the last set of Stacks began to develop thrust Paul used a camera mounted on a nearby pole to watch the ground crew disconnect the big line and pull it back out of the port in the shell. The little hatch was closed and Paul saw the last light on the ‘board’ turn from amber to green.
“You’re clear for flight Alexis.” There was a great deal of tension in Cliff’s voice. There was no turning back from this point on, or so it felt. And for all his dedication to the company, the cause and his religion, Cliff had to know that they were preparing to break quite a few laws, not the least of which were the ‘UN Space Laws’ that were supposed to control access to space and how it was used. Those laws didn’t make a great deal of sense, but they had the power of international treaty.
“See you when we get back Cliff.” They would have no communication from lift out to touch down. The little laser line of sight communication link they were using right now was far too weak and was too touchy for long-range communications between the ship and the ground and any other communications system could too easily give the ship away. There were plans for a Moon base to Earth communication network in the works but it was going to be a couple of months. Until then communication was almost back to pre-radio days, they had a ham radio setup that could be used in extremis, but that would probably trigger events none of them really cared to think about.
Paul checked with his flight crew, Patsy was watching the navigation system and flight control systems. Raoul was watching life support, power and propulsion, Paul said softly, “Crew, are we are go for liftout?”
“Go” Patsy’s voice was strangled.
“Go Commander.” Raoul sounded very comfortable, though he had to be as excited as Paul.
Paul rolled the thrust level up manually and locked it. Patsy read out the lift again, “Thirty tons, forty, fifty, sixty, seventy, eighty, we have lift off,”
Raoul spoke softly, “Gear up and doors closed, integrity is one hundred percent.”
The Alexis was far from an aerodynamic shape and at fifty miles an hour Paul rolled the thrust back to maintain a constant upward velocity. The world fell away around them in an eerily prosaic way. At a thousand feet the ship rocked as they passed through a thermal layer. The lights of Primus Junction pulled in and faded slowly.
As they climbed, the atmosphere thinned and cooled, allowing Paul to increase their velocity. A hundred miles an hour, two hundred, three hundred, they were far above the majority of the atmosphere and arcing eastward to keep in the earth’s shadow. Finally the acceleration was a steady one and a half gravities and they were building up velocity as well as altitude.
“Looks good from my position, any warning signs?” Paul asked, they had intersected the pre plotted line and he was simply monitoring the flight path now. He was cross checking the three navigation systems. They were still using GPS as well as the triple redundant inertial platform and the star tracker that had a tiny port in the stealth shell forward in the hull.
“One hundred percent Commander, nothing but green lights on my board.” Patsy said quietly.



“I have an amber on the ice baths Commander; we’re running a little hotter than expected so they’re melting faster than planned. It’s far from being a problem; we’ll be in stable orbit long before they max out. Nothing else.” Raoul sounded relaxed.
Paul had noted the power anomaly, he’d kept their velocity lower for longer than originally planned, mainly because the dynamic loads on the hull had been deflecting the shell more than he liked. It was no major problem; he’d have to talk to Cliff about some stiffening, particularly in the other two ships.
The four huge displays in the front of the bridge, showing the view outside, were somehow no replacement for a window. But it was still spectacular to look down and across the world, they passed over Atlanta, a glowing jewel set in a cobweb of light. Then they were passing over the east coast and it was a clear night, the seaboard from north to south glowed with light, a network of sparks interrupted by small areas of dark and knots of fire.
“Anything on the threat receivers, Patsy?” Paul asked quietly.
Patsy had one of her displays setup to monitor the big and expensive set of test and analysis equipment in a shock-mounted rack that they had built to act like a military electronic intelligence and warfare suite. The equipment could sniff the airwaves from the ultra violet of some lasers all the way to the ultra low frequency over the horizon radars. It was, in fact, at the extreme edges of the spectrum that they knew the Alexis was most vulnerable to detection.
Patsy tapped the screen and her input system a few times, “Nothing obvious Commander, there are a couple of powerful radars lit off up the coast; I think they must be warships on some kind of exercise. The over the horizon radars in Maine and Florida are both up and they might be detecting us but there’s no way to tell.”
The Alexis slid over the Atlantic and two hours after takeoff they were in a stable orbit. The Stacks stopped producing thrust and suddenly Paul understood the term ‘free fall’ intimately. He had to control his stomach as it tried to revolt.
Patsy’s “Whoooeee!” helped, the laughter took his mind off his stomach.
Raoul laughed as well, “I think that this may be a little too much of a thrill ride even for me Commander. I guess I’m glad we won’t be doing this for very long.”
Paul chuckled but he was running through the checklist. A few lights were glowing amber, “I don’t think the diesel tanks were baffled very well Raoul, you see the indicators.”
“Yeah, the feed tanks are pressurized and the scavenger pumps can pull it in so we’d be OK, I think.”
They went down a list of indicators as the Alexis rose above the darkened world below. Most of the Stacks were still on and generating power at a very low level. Two had been shut down. The tanks of water ice below were almost all liquid now.
Paul checked the world outside, and the map display, they were high over the southern hemisphere, away from prying eyes. “Deploy the thermal wings, Raoul.”
“Aye Commander, deploying the thermal wings.” The faint Latino accent put an odd inflection on this.
Paul flipped one of the two Stacks from shutdown to startup and watched it out of the corner of his eye as Raoul deployed the thermal wings. Four large panels of the stealth shell over the cabin and engineering module pulled in and motored down tracks mounted to the stiffening frame. Two long telescoping masts then motored out from their housing above the engineering module. As they deployed they dragged radiator elements out of two twenty foot high storage cabinets mounted to the side of the main structural ring.
About halfway out, Raoul stopped the deployment and motored it backward for a few seconds. The panels calmly began to fold away again. No one loved the system, the Alexis’ original design had included fixed thermal wings, they would have been much more reliable but again they had been forced to compromise, giving up some safety and a lot of cost to get stealth.
“Looks good Raoul, motor them all the way out, and let’s get the cooling system switched over.”
“Yes Commander.”
The temporarily shut down Stack was back on line and stable. “Patsy, give us a line for that ten thousand mile orbit if you please.”
Patsy nodded, “Here you go Commander.” She’d had several options pre-planned and it only took a few seconds to get the course and thrust curve updated and fed into the navigation computer. Paul could pilot by hand but it made little sense, the computer had to tell him where to go anyway so why not let it do the whole job. Paul and Patsy would just monitor to make sure the system was operating normally.
As the Stacks came up to power and started producing thrust, Raoul flipped a few switches and the coolant began flowing through the big radiator wings, not the ice baths, which by this time were warm water. Now part of the thermal load on the radiators was the refrigeration plant that would refreeze the ice baths over the next eighteen hours.
Paul sat back and watched the outside universe, while monitoring the Alexis; it was strange how mind numbingly exciting this was, while being oddly boring. Again he realized that it simply felt right, they had the tools and they were making use of them for what the human race did best, explore, adapt and expand.
Thirty some minutes later the Alexis was in free fall again, the Stacks again generating minimum power. Paul restarted the Stack that had been cooling now for almost fifty minutes and flipped five to the power down. The three of them worked at their tasks, checking the ship’s various systems in free fall for almost two hours. Paul gradually turned off more and more of the Stacks as he became confident that the system was not affected by free fall. He’d leave two Stacks on, generating power, but the others weren’t needed right now.
“Uh, Commander I got personal business in the back,” Patsy said with a grin as she unsnapped her harness. She already had the slightly bloated look you saw in people in free fall but she looked happy enough. Paul waved her on. She floated up and out of her seat and started making her way carefully towards the back. She seemed OK, Paul checked Raoul, the young Mexican seemed comfortable enough, and his hand met Patsy’s almost surreptitiously as the young copilot passed. Paul shook his head, wondering when the two would find some time together in the rest area in the back of the crew cabin.
The universe glimmered through the screens, the moon glowed in one screen and the Earth far below in another. The sun burnt fiercely in velvet blackness, but if you covered it you could see what seemed like a million other suns as well.
Paul glanced back at his engineer, “What would you think about a quick look outside Raoul?”
Raoul laughed, “I think it would be a great thing. How would you like to do it?”
Paul grinned nastily at Patsy who had poked her head back into the bridge, she’d obviously heard the exchange, “I think the copilot needs a little command time, how about you and I Raoul and then if the young one wants a turn you and Patsy can take a turn looking at the stars for a few minutes. We have an hour or so left before we head for the Luna orbit, so we have the time.”
Patsy was wide eyed and eager, Paul waved her over, “Get belted in and settled and let’s get started. Unless you still have things to do Raoul?”
“No sir, green down to the line and the oranges below the critical systems line are all pretty much expected in free fall. Couldn’t design some of the systems to operate well in free fall.” Patsy was quickly getting her ‘space legs’ because she was quick and graceful in getting back into her seat. Paul felt very clumsy getting out of his.
-o-
The helmet got in the way a little but the feeling as he hung onto the railing and looked out over the edge into infinity was unspeakable. Time was meaningless as he and Raoul floated just outside the airlock, carefully tethered to a cleat inside. There was no point in going further than the line would reach. Raoul had already made his way over to the radiator wings and checked them out.
Earth hung below them and the moon above, the sun was ‘behind’ the cabin which made this area very cold but a bit safer. The Ultra Spandex single suit and the outer shell were providing plenty of protection right now. The life support backpack was supplying clean air with no odor that Paul could detect. From past experience he knew the system was pretty good; he’d worn it for almost ten hours one day, getting acclimatized.
After a long quiet time Paul drew a deep breath and turned to Raoul who seemed almost startled at his motion, “Let’s give Patsy a turn ehe?”
“Yes sir, Commander. Paul this is...this is incredible - wondrous - I feel like the hand of God is nearby when I look out across the universe like this.”
“That’s what a lot of astronauts have said over the years Raoul, and who am I to deny it? I feel it myself.” The airlock worked as advertised and twenty minutes later Paul watched the airlock readouts cycle as the young couple went outside. Twenty minutes later they came back in.
Time stretched as Paul ran through the checklist and ran various tests. There were an almost infinite number of things one could check if you wanted. Paul checked the time, he grinned wickedly to himself, an hour really ought to have been enough time for the two young hot bloods. He heard movement in the cabin behind and a couple of telltales said the bathroom was being used again.
Patsy and Raoul slipped into the bridge, studiously ignoring Paul and trying to act as if they had been gone only a few minutes, not the better part of two hours. Paul made no comment at all, which seemed to embarrass the young couple, providing Paul a great deal of internal amusement.
He had already begun bringing the Stacks back up and they were all responding nominally. In five minutes the Alexis was under power and curving up and away from the Earth.
-o-
“Wow, I hate to say it but Déjà vu all over again!” Whispered Patsy as the Alexis swept low over the moon. The tapestry of grays, browns, creams and whites rolled below them like the movies and real life footage all of them had seen growing up.
The Alexis was in orbit around the moon but they were practicing a maneuver that had never been practical for any other spacecraft. They were in a powered orbit, the Alexis was ‘head down’ over the moon, her Stacks putting out almost a quarter of a G, holding her much closer to the surface than natural dynamics would have allowed.
Under power the whole way the Alexis had made orbit in less than four hours and this was their second orbit. Back at home it was still the middle of the day; Paul realized that all of their planning had been tinged with experience of the past, with the concept that the Moon was a faraway place and space vast; with the Stacks that was no longer really true.
“What would you two think about a Luna landing at the base site?” Paul asked quietly.
The gurgling noise he got from Patsy was very endearing if a little enigmatic, Raoul laughed, “Why not, we have the time and the power.” Patsy was nodding fierce agreement, even though she seemed unable to say much.
“Then let’s plot the line Patsy, Raoul put out the landing jacks and check the camera pack.” Paul settled down into his seat. They were over the nearside of the moon right now, the Earth a distant icon of home.
They killed forward velocity as they swept over to the farside and actually power-dived downwards for a minute or so before flipping over for the final approach. The surface grew huge around them but in an odd way it seemed unchanging, a fractal surface of craters upon craters. As they got closer the small features simply grew and then sprouted craters and textures of their own. The lips of the massive and broken crater Aristide Industries had chosen to cup the first permanent Luna settlement rose around them, stark and gray brown.
“Grounding strap is showing current flow Commander,” the laser altimeters were showing almost seven hundred feet, the long grounding strap hanging down was almost five hundred feet long. The Alexis had been its own little world at its own electrical potential for almost fifteen hours now and had built up a massive charge that the strap was designed to deal with.
The camera mounted on landing jack one showed an immense flash of light, Raoul yelped, “Damn.” Paul’s teeth clenched and Patsy jerked, but there was no other obvious effect. A check showed that there had been a momentary blip on the power bus but that was all. Raoul whistled, “Fuse links one through five went to hell Commander, but we’re clean and clear now.”
“Guess we need to carry a spare for that if we intend to make more than two landings on the same trip,” mused Paul, tapping that note into his log as the Alexis floated down. The thump of landing was almost anti-climactic.
The ground under them was slightly tilted but the laser altimeters had brought them to a perfect four point landing. Thrust fell away and there was a little shifting, but it was only detectable through the ships incredibly sensitive motion sensors, Paul could feel nothing, he snapped eighteen of the Stacks to shutdown.
The three of them sat there staring out across the moon through the big view plates. Paul panned the camera and then flicked to the next one. The ground was rolling and covered with boulders, very similar to views they had seen from the Apollo program. Paul looked at the other three, “How about a turn around the catwalk again? I don’t think we should go down to the surface but I don’t see a reason not to take a constitutional?”
Ten minutes later the three of them stood at the railing, looking out. To the east the ground rose in a smooth curve to the top lip of the crater. If they walked to the top of that lip they would have been able to see the Earth. Since the Moon was in tidal lock with the Earth this crater bottom would never see the big blue marble.
Nearby to the west were a series of small craters and a ripple in the ground. The craters and the ripple were going to be part of Luna Haven. The big sections of concrete, metal and plastic canal pipe that would make up the base would be buried here. The great excavating machines should be able to scrape out trenches that the pipes would be laid in and then buried under tens of feet of gravel and dust, regolith in moon speak.
The Alexis was sitting on a relatively open stretch of ground that Paul had selected as they came down. Raoul was scanning the surroundings, “Paul this looked like the flattest and most open piece of ground around, I’d have thought they’d want an area with fewer boulders and flatter ground?”
Paul shrugged, “Not likely to find a lot better Raoul, this is good enough, we can drop equipment here and they can clean it out, and we can start the staging yard over there to the north around those big boulders, plenty of space between ‘em. That small crater off to the northwest may make a good place to bury the ‘construction shacks’ the construction crews will be using for a month or so until the first ‘arm’ of the village is sealed and livable.”
Patsy chimed in, “We took all the Luna Surveyor information we could get our hands on, this place is almost ideal, in the long run after things have settled down the city’ll probably grow up the side of the crater and a lot of places can have views over the horizon at the Earth. In the meantime this is pretty well protected and the ground’s good for building, stable but pulverized into a deep gravel bed that we can dig into pretty easily.”
After they went back inside they had a meal and they took turns napping for an hour or so. In another few hours they would be on their way home. Paul lay on his back on the couch, oddly uncomfortable in the light gravity, and stared up at the ceiling, finding it hard to believe that he was on the moon, but a quick toss of any object into the air was enough to show where they were.
-o-
The Alexis dropped smoothly through the night air a few miles to the south and east of Primus Junction, Utah. The night was dark and the air cool as the GPS guided the Moonship to a position directly over the landing pad as she dropped down at fifty miles an hour.
Paul watched the lights of home rising up to greet them with a profound feeling of unreality. Only six hours before they had been on the surface of the moon and now they were almost back after the most remarkable thirty-two hours in his life, possibly in the history of mankind.
Weight increased as the final braking came up, there was a faint thump and they were down. Paul flipped nineteen Stacks to shutdown, leaving one for internal power. They were all silent as they went through the shutdown procedures.
“Alexis, this is the command center, how did it go?” Cliff’s voice was nervous.
“Command center this is Richards, Cliff get the first load in the queue ready. We’re done with the flight testing for now.”
“What? What was that Paul?” Cliff sounded choked, he’d been upset enough at Paul’s short circuiting the first week of flight tests to begin with.
“We touched down at the Luna Haven site Cliff, got some panoramic shots the Luna graphic people can use to start planning, but we have a good spot for the spaceport and the staging field near the site for the village itself. I don’t see any point in hanging around. The ship operated perfectly, straight down the line.”
“What Paul? Damnit Paul!” It was the first time Paul had ever heard Cliff curse, “You can’t keep short-circuiting the testing like this, you’ll get yourself and your crew killed.” A long second while he drew in a breath and tried to calm down, “let’s talk about this during the debrief Paul.”
“Roger that Cliff.” Paul grinned over at Patsy and Raoul who both knew that Paul had really already won. Cliff’s own hard work in making the Alexis all but perfect was working against him.
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Build Up
It was past midnight in the hollow, the downward pointed floodlights bathed the scene with yellow tinted light made orange by the surrounding red sandstone. In eerie near silence the Alexis Aurora hung in the air over one of the two currently unused Moonship pads. Cables hung down from the four open landing pad ports. One of the cables ran to a portable chiller set up on the edge of the pad, the others ran down to a huge, black fabric shrouded, shape.
Paul hung out the auxiliary hatch, glad of the safety belt around his waist. He spoke into the ear boom, “Rigger One, how’s your line?”
“On the mark Alexis.” Came the light Kentucky twang, Charlene didn’t look any more like a rigger than she sounded.
He called out the other three and got the same response. They were ready to move on then, “Patsy take up the slack, then half a ton over base thrust.”
“Take up the slack then half a ton over base, aye Commander.”
“Execute.”
The ground fell away and the lines straightened. The vast shroud below moved then took on a conical shape, there was a faint thump as the slack came out, the lines grew taut and then all motion ceased again.
“Half a ton over base Commander.” Patsy said softly.
“How’s it look down there, Conti?”
The construction boss’s voice came back clear and precise, “Like the pictures Paul. The gauges all show nominal weight distribution, the shroud looks like it’s tight as a drum.”
The conical shroud contained one of the two excavators they needed to get to the moon before the construction campaign could start. They had decided that since it was a high priority and a high-risk item they would lift it on the second construction camp lift. This would be the tenth trip to the moon in twenty-two days. There were already three people living at the Luna Haven site, working out of a little inflatable hut while they carried out a rapid site survey. Much of the construction gang’s equipment and quarters were already stockpiled on the moon. Another four trips and Conti and his crew would be ready to start.
Conti and a small construction prep crew had been up on the last several trips but wouldn’t be going up today. Paul didn’t want the added worry of passengers. Most of this trip’s cargo load was on the shrouded pallet below, and the few light items on the cargo deck he and his crew could deal with.
Paul leaned out over space and looked at the nearest landing pad port. It was swathed with radar absorbent cloth like the cargo shroud. “Cliff, how does the radar gun read?”
A pause, “It’s not great Paul, there are several spikes in the radar bands. I think we must be having some interaction between the shape and absorbency bands of the hull and the cloth.” It was about what they had expected, unfortunately computer modeling of stealth was still unreliable and they had no experts on staff to consult with.
“All aspects or some particular directions, Cliff?”
“As you’d expect it’s pretty directional, I’m uploading a map to the Alexis now. I don’t think we’re going to do a lot better if we try again.” Cliff’s voice was unhappy, but he’d already done the upload, which told Paul a lot.
“We don’t have the time anyway Cliff. I’ll have Raoul on the threat receivers full time as we go up.”
“Understood and agreed Flight Commander.” Cliff’s voice was formal.
“Roger that Base Commander. Raoul, I’m about to cast off the chiller line.” Paul pulled his head inside, slamming and locking the hatch. He undid the belt and hung it on its clip by the door.
“You’re about to cast off the chiller line aye, ready on the switch over on your command.”
Paul was at the line. “I’m about to cast off the chiller line, all clear below?”
Cliff’s voice, for the last time, “All clear, go with God Alexis.”
“Will do Base, switch the line Raoul.”
“Switched.”
Paul flipped the latches and rotated the big collar, the weight of the line pulled it out of his hand and it faded into the dusk, guided away from the cargo shroud by a pilot line, the pilot line went next, he pulled the shroud material into place and glanced around, “Chiller line gone, I’m on my way up.”
Two minutes later Paul was seated, “What’s the total expected mass, Copilot?”
“One seventy six point five four three tons, Commander.”
Paul checked, “One seventy six point five four three tons dialed in as nominal takeoff thrust.”
“Aye.”
“Ninety percent of take off thrust if you please, Patsy.”
“Aye Paul.”
The faint noise of the Stacks changed in tone. Paul saw the load gauges swing up in unison. His hand touched the thrust control and pushed it forward.
Patsy sang out, “One sixty, one seventy, one seventy five, one eighty, we have lift off….whoa.”
The ship shook and rolled as the cargo came off the ground and the inevitable asymmetries of load and thrust lines took effect. Paul clenched his teeth hard over his own curse. The simulator hadn’t really been able to mimic this behavior. The ship rocked back and forth, as it rolled to the right.
Paul didn’t try and counteract the swing or the roll at first, he increased the thrust, and so the speed, the models said that the aerodynamic load on the shroud would damp a lot of the motion, but as they went up and acceleration built faintly the pendulum swing seemed to be getting worse and Paul prepared to try and counter it. Though it had seemed to be forever they were only just clear of the hollow, as they rose above the bluff’s wind shadow the gentle northerly breeze caught them. The ship shivered and rolled again and the pendulum swing seemed to be about to fling them out of the sky, although the instruments stubbornly insisted that it was less than five degrees either way.
Twisting the thrust director Paul focused his eyes on the roll gauge; he needed to kill that first if he could. The roll died away and suddenly Paul realized that the gauge was telling him that the swing was dying as well as their speed picked up. Relief surged through him then Patsy’s war-whoop made him jump, “Damn it Patsy?”
“Sorry boss, but that was a beautiful job of flying.”
“Ditto Paul, I’d have been all over the sky.” Raoul chimed in.
Paul wanted to laugh, to admit that he’d come close to losing control, had thought he had by not reacting quickly enough for a few instants but Ted’s advice came back to him and he mentally shrugged, “Thanks Patsy, Raoul, it was a bit tight for a few moments but we look good now.” They were at the standard fifty mile an hour low altitude climb rate so he rolled the thrust back, “now we need to keep an eye on threats, we’re going to be low, slow and targetable for long enough to worry me and I don’t want to give anyone funny ideas if I can avoid it, even after we’re technically safe.”
Patsy had only just turned back to her screens when she yipped again, this time unhappily, “I have something from the south Paul, the waveform’s acquisition, not area search.” The radar reflection map came up on the main screen, a nasty four lobed star, though in the frequency band of immediate concern the star wasn’t very big. Patsy grunted then spoke, “Suggest we roll twenty degrees left Paul.”
“Doing it” Paul twisted the roll.
“I see something off to the east Patsy, Paul. A targeting radar just lit off, we’re only getting a side lobe, I think our bogey may have mistaken us for someone else.”
“Yeah, and ours just lost us or lost interest. I think whoever it is, is diving away to the west.” Patsy said with satisfaction.
“Did they get a good lock on us Patsy?” Paul was looking at their position; they were at only ten thousand feet and still almost directly over the Hollow.
“Don’t know why they were looking this way so intently boss, I did a replay of the last five minutes and I can’t see a search signal. I wonder if he spotted something passively, we’re a lot more vulnerable to bistatic radars than conventional ones. It’s possible he had his system in passive bistatic mode and caught a lobe off us, maybe from the airport radar beacon. It might explain why he seemed a bit confused since as soon as he lit off his targeting radar he’d have lost us.” Patsy was tapping busily at her workstation as she spoke.
Paul nodded, to himself since Patsy was looking at her monitor array, “Sounds reasonable. Keep an eye out for anything else, and particularly for that pair, they may get done playing war and come looking for the anomaly.”
“Aye, aye Commander.” She flicked him a saucy smile over her shoulder.
-o-
An hour and a half later, deep in the bowels of the cruiser USS Portland, radar man first class Vicky Eliot frowned. The Portland’s Aegis Three radar system was highly automated and sophisticated, so much so that almost no one looked at ‘real’ radar data any longer. The computer that comprised the vast majority of the Aegis system digested all the sensor data and turned it into target tracks on tactical displays. Vicky was the exception, one of the system techs, she was on scraps and craps today, and she got to see almost raw information from the sensors. She saw the tracks that the computer couldn’t make sense of. If it perceived even the vaguest threat it would present the information on one of the tactical stations, but stuff that simply confused it was sent to scraps and craps.
Vicky had grown very good at figuring out what the sensors were seeing but today the ether had thrown up something outside the run of the mill sea gull with an aluminum pull tab in its crop, or metallic dust cloud in the upper troposphere. If the radar’s intermittent returns were to be believed the target was far to the south of the Portland. Assuming the range was right the only reason the target was visible was its altitude, the computer plotted it at sixty miles, almost low orbit, far above most of the atmosphere. If it was real the target was far too high to be flying in any normal sense, and yet whatever it was behaved as if it was flying, albeit fast, about a thousand miles an hour to the east with a small climbing vector. It was also accelerating, at a leisurely quarter gravity.
Whatever it was had appeared on the screen quite suddenly and had bloomed and faded quite erratically for the first minute or so. The laser radar had seemed to get a couple of ‘hits’ but had lost interest and now the radar signal was fading quickly, though it had stopped the erratic bloom and fade of the first minute or so.
It was no apparent threat to anyone since it was already out over the open sea and heading east fast, away from the Portland and the aircraft carrier Vinson’s battle group. In another minute or so the target would fall below the horizon and out of the Portland’s volume of concern.
Vicky couldn’t make up her mind what to do. The target appeared to be quite real on radar, but it wasn’t behaving right, she kept on wondering if it was a closer target somehow spoofing the radar, but the faint lidar hit and lack of any sign on the short range passive sensors seemed to indicate otherwise.
The track quite suddenly turned from a red dot to a red oval predicting location, the radar had lost the target. Vicky checked the lidar again, nothing. She did a covert check and found the big infrared telescope on the main mast was no longer slaved to the captain’s monitor. In an instant it was pointed at the point of the target oval, its most likely location.
For a few seconds she saw an odd image, an overlapping square and circle, their edges glowing dully against the gray background. But the odd geometric shape was falling around the world, before it was much more than an impression the thickening atmosphere between the Portland and the target washed the image out.
Vicky flicked the IR-telescope back to scan and leaned back. The scraps and craps screen showed lots of blue shapes now, no red ones. Vicky fed the information on the anomalous track to her secondary monitor and watched it all again. There was an odd firmness to the track, a reality that most radar ghosts lacked, if she had been in a court she would have sworn that whatever it was, it was real.
But. It was gone and she hadn’t called the Lieutenant over to check it out while it was live. The little prick would have kittens over that. He was, in Vicky’s opinion, a waste of oxygen, not only a prick but also incompetent and he groveled to his superiors, a combination Vicky, like many senior noncommissioned, found sickening. She tagged the track memory as medium interest, but probably some kind of software glitch, the safest noncommittal tag one could use.
She leaned back and let her imagination weave a dream about the target, about alien visitors and alien abduction. Her imagination was the reason she was so good at her job most of the time.
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Questions
Chuck and Ted played chess about once a month, most times they met. The old desert rat was a local ‘character’ who drove an old but excellently maintained jeep and never seemed to need anything. A sharp mind and educated accent indicated Chuck hadn’t always been what he was now. Over chess they talked politics, world and local events while enjoying each other’s company.
“You been up to the lake anytime recently Ted?” asked Chuck out of the blue as he moved a pawn into a threatening position. There were many lakes in the mountains, only one referred to as ‘the lake’ - Lake of the Sky - the head of the canal that was going to save Primus Junction.
“Not in the last year I guess?” Ted flipped a knight out to protect his position. They didn’t play a speed game but neither of them liked long drawn out pauses.
“Huh….you know any reason they slowed down? Figured they’d bring in extra crews to accelerate the work this summer but they didn’t. They have to be behind schedule now. Too late to do anything now, it’s winter.” The hand floated then stooped in to make a move.
“Been some muttering about that but the local manager swears they are fine, that the head complex will be ready by the middle of the summer.” One of Chuck’s pawns vanished.
“Maybe, but the power plant won’t be ready.” Chuck hesitated thoughtfully.
“Oh…guess I didn’t know that the plant was scheduled for the same time?” Ted contemplated the future of the little mosaic world on the table.
Chuck moved a rook into support, “That’s what’s in the published plan..”
Ted made his move, with a frown, “Is the important stuff on schedule?”
It was one more question, rumors were in the air, some weird, most Ted discounted, but something was going on, something to do with the Hollow, Paul obviously deep into something.
Chuck dispatched a pawn, “AI’s security force is getting rough around Ship Plateau.”
“They’ve set up a pretty important research center there.” Ted moved to protect his flank.
Chuck flicked out a bishop, “Maybe, but why would a couple of, I guess you’d call them punks, though one of them was a woman, rough me up for being on a ridge across the way?””
Ted glanced up and noted for the first time what could be fading bruises on his friends face and a mostly healed abrasion on his arm. “You complain to Mike Breton? They had no right to do that, especially if you weren’t on company property.”
“Nah, not worth it, been banged up worse, near had my head handed to me for being too near a WTO meeting in Charleston some years ago.” Chuck seemed to think this amusing.
Ted made a move without thinking about it, promptly losing a rook; he snapped his fingers in irritation at his own stupidity but after a few seconds thought made a move that made Chuck swear under his breath. Ted frowned, “What research would be that sensitive? I was figuring it was some special design project, maybe construction related.”
Chuck snorted while frowning at the board, “Don’t know, several of the people working up there are nuclear physicists or specialists in space systems of one sort or another.”
Ted had lost track of the game, “What? I was thinking they were working on some kind of construction dirigible, probably a remote controlled one.”
Chuck shrugged, and then pointed at the board, “You know you have me, don’t you?”
“Check next move, Checkmate in three unless you see something I don’t”
Chuck looked at his watch, “Got to go, have a meeting with a buddy near Salt Lake City this evening.” He turned as he reached for the door, “You know Colonel, I sometimes wonder why I like being beaten by you so much, see you soon.” And he was gone.
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Incompatible Ideals
The flames burnt in the background as the tousled but photogenic reporter spoke to the TV camera. “This is Victor Che deep in the mountains of what used to be the island of West Sunatra, now Palalo Sadong. Behind me is what remains of a refugee camp that until a few…” shots rang out and then a staccato series of explosions were heard. The reporter flinched, then ducked, for a moment the camera followed his scuttle for safety, then the cameraman’s survival instincts kicked in and the image flicked across flame lit clouds, jungle, ground before the picture went black.
A wide-eyed anchorwoman came into view; “This is Cindy Danford at News Network headquarters, as we said a few moments ago that report was to come from Victor Che on the island of Palalo Sadong. A war ravaged island nation that had appeared to be on the mend but has suddenly fallen into new civil unrest, ethnic cleansing, and military repression on top of the first famine in recorded history on the island…” She lifted a well manicured hand to her ear, “We have reestablished satellite communication with Victor, Victor over to you.”
Che’s face appeared on the screen, first from an old still then in real life. Crouched down next to a waist high field stone wall he was looking frightened, his voice a whisper, “Thanks Cindy, as you heard this battle is still going on. A week ago I was able to get to this island without a police escort and have been investigating the situation here ever since. From the first months of the new regime there have been rumors of ethnic cleansing, expropriation of village lands held by the indigenous and Indian minorities. For some time these rumors had seemed to be unfounded or the events sporadic but in the last six months there has been a flood of horror stories. I am sorry to say that the rumors are very true. As I was getting ready to leave this refugee hideout a few hours ago a strike by the Army, or more likely the paramilitary thugs the military supports trapped me here. Many people are dead, many more are once again homeless and without food, clean water or medicine, many will die in the next few weeks unless they can get help.”
Shots, another explosion that lit up the reporters clenched face stopped his words for a moment, “Sorry, ah, uhm. Well, on top of this local tragedy is the wider tragedy that there are hundreds of thousands starving on this island because of the expropriation of villages and farmland by the government to house the government supporters from the sprawling shantytowns around the main cities. The city dwellers have been unable to sustain the farming so there is now a major famine in this land of plenty, what should be a near paradise.”
The reporter seemed to hear something he rose up to look over the wall for an instant then dropped back, looking sick, “From what I and a few other investigators can tell, the government has systematically dismantled much of the local economy. Looting and blackmail of local businesses is now common, smaller, more vulnerable foreign businesses, particularly outside the cities are now fair game as well. Several large multi-national firms appea…”
Victor Che stopped for a moment then seemed to see something above and behind the cameraman; the shadows around him flickered and shifted strangely. The reporter’s eyes and mouth opened wide as if to scream and the picture dissolved in white light then snapped to black.
“Victor!” The anchorwoman’s cry of horror echoed across the airwaves. The deathly silence of a dropped digital feed was the only response she ever got.
-o-
The screen blanked, “Well that appears to have been well timed Conrad?” Benjamin Van Bunt’s sarcastic comment came out without prior thought and he tensed as he looked over at Howard Conrad
The slim shoulders shrugged, “You should never switch on a civilian transmitter in the middle of a battlefield, you’re asking for a quick trip to hell.” The thin lips curved faintly, Howard Conrad obviously thought he was being funny.
Ben’s stomach churned, “You’re saying someone had a radio locator operating.” A cold finger of dread made his stomach even worse, “They were listening weren’t they, our people, your people, your mercenaries. Were listening, as long as he just talked about the normal civil war, government repression thing he was OK. When he started talking about business he…he was dead.”
Again the shrug and the faint curve of the lips, “Che and his camera girl were dead anyway, they just hadn’t started cooling down yet. Trackers almost snagged them just before they made it into the camp. He’d seen too many things, talked to too many of the wrong people, taken pictures of the wrong things. We’re lucky he was a freelancer, instead of reporting back every day or so he was saving it all for a big splash. Which he got, though perhaps not quite in the way he had hoped.”
Ben realized his hands were shaking and cold, he rubbed them together, he forced the last moment on earth of the young reporter from his mind, “What a mess, but if he had started naming names we could have been in trouble. We need the revenue from your damned gold mine but damn it did those butchers have to kill the manager and his family to force the company to sell out?”
Howard grimaced, “I wouldn’t have thought so, but it was not something we had anything to do with. I do not agree with the Admiral General’s conduct Ben, I would have preferred that he simply do what any good Premier does, try and rule his new nation effectively and as peacefully as possible.” The familiar shrug, “Unfortunately he and his advisors see things differently. We on the other hand need the revenue from the mine, and other ventures that the Admiral General supports, and in the longer term we need a secure base on Earth.”
Now it was Ben’s turn to shrug. He was torn as always, the company needed the money to do what was wanted, he was almost proud of the system he had set up to sell the gold from that mine and launder the proceeds without it ever appearing anywhere in the ‘official books’ but the methods Conrad used were horrible, “Damn it Howard we need that damned money because your little adventure is draining us dry at a staggering rate.”
“It’s not a little adventure Ben; it’s the greatest adventure in the world.” Howard’s voice went flat, “For many reasons.” He was silent for a moment, “and the reason we are spending so fast is because we are making staggering progress. Never underestimate the power of a vision. And these…ah…lunatics have a vision and finally the technology to make it real. It is hard to believe but the first part of the base is almost habitable. I plan on going up for a visit in another month or so.”
Ben wanted to say that he hoped the Englishman never came back.
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February
The Alexis’ Stacks were singing happily as they broke the fall of almost a hundred and forty tons of cargo and her own mass. Luna’s surface was coming up fast, spreading out around them in its typical enigmatic way. Paul saw the first signs of civilization, the hexagonal footprints of the first two garden domes and the equipment shed, then the trenches of Luna Haven’s first residential arm. The staging area’s piles of building material and freight containers then came into focus.
Paul glanced over at Patsy who was piloting this run with Paul in oversight. Steven Evans was the Engineer this flight, Raoul was working on the MoonDream right now. Since the first month they had begun training new Moonship crews. The pace was grueling, though the Moonships were easy enough to fly, Paul had been in space almost every day for three months and he wanted a few days off. Both Patsy and Raoul had been able to take a break as the new crews came up the curve, but Paul had been in command every time, even with the three new command pilots.
Paul had wanted Patsy to get a slot but so far he hadn’t won that battle, she was simply too young for the selection committee. Still, that didn’t mean he’d given up, and in the end he figured he would win. Two of the chosen command pilots were nowhere near as good as Patsy in his opinion. She was cool under pressure and had a natural feel for the Moonships that was turning out to be rare.
Today there was a secondary stress as they were carrying an almost full passenger compartment as well as the first Aristide Industries VIP tour. He always felt a lot tenser with passengers aboard. There were two VIP’s; remarkably one was the COO, Howard Conrad, a tall cold Brit who Paul had never met before. Cliff and all the longer-term members of the team treated the almost skeletally thin man with respect bordering on fear.
This was the ninth passenger flight and the largest so far. When they’d taken Conti Smithers and his full construction team up they’d actually sat on the surface for almost forty-eight hours as the construction shack was finished out. The now buried shack was made up of a set of five interconnected cylinders like those built into the Moonships, just longer. The systems in them were similar though, except that the APU was a battery pack and photovoltaic array, main power was provided by two Paaly Stacks in concrete cisterns buried a hundred feet from the shack. The ten men and four women in the construction team had been on the moon ever since.
This new batch of nineteen men and women would be part of the construction team as well but they would be living in the finished section of Luna Haven, four sections of buried canal pipe and one of the connector nodes. There were also two pressurized transparent domes, one finished, one almost finished, that were the beginnings of the farms and gardens that would feed the town.
Thrust fell away and they were no longer moving cross range but slowly falling onto the landing stage. Paul watched as Patsy rolled the ship to align the cargo hatch with the offloading ramp the construction team had built early on. There were two huge electric tugs and a drag waiting nearby, ready to pull the forty-by-forty by twenty some connector off the Alexis’ cargo deck. The massive connectors were the heaviest single things the Moonship carried, especially since they were filled with items that would be unpacked later. There were also four of the curiously shaped lightweight cargo containers that had started arriving recently. All that plus the passengers and their baggage meant this was the heaviest cargo they had ever lifted.
That sort of record was constantly falling, in this environment they were almost meaningless but they were an intellectual exercise of some interest to the men and women of this clandestine community. The most people in space at one time, the longest period on the moon, the total number of man-hours in space. Tons of cargo delivered, highest velocity achieved. There were hundreds of records on the lists people passed around.
There was a flash as the grounding strap dumped charge and they were almost down. One hundred feet, fifty, thirty, twenty, ten, then came the thump and soft bounce as almost two hundred tons of spacecraft came to a stop. Paul reached over and patted his copilots shoulder, “Great work Patsy.”
She flashed her grin, he noted that she was beginning to mature, and there was perhaps a little more restraint in the face as well as a little fatigue. They were all working flat out. They all felt the pressure though no one seemed able to fully articulate why they felt it.
Patsy and Evans ran through the shutdown routine as Paul looked around for a few moments. From this overlook you could see the massive series of trenches being dug and leveled ready for the sections of rectangular piping that made up the living quarters. To one side was the staging area with a couple of the modified canal pipes ready for installation. These were all the standard two-unit housing tubes; none of the other designs had been lofted yet.
Paul climbed out of his seat around the clutter of the bridge and made his way back into the crew quarters, which were set up for VIP transportation this trip. Two men were there, Howard Conrad and a broad, dark skinned black haired man with dark brown eyes who was some kind of special consultant, for what was left unstated. His name was Arkan Olarik, he spoke a clipped, almost British English, and smiled a lot, but in Paul’s opinion the smile never reached the eyes.
The two men had come to the Hollow already equipped with spacesuits, obviously based on Cliff’s team’s design but different. Their overall ‘moonsuits’ were significantly bulkier looking than the lightweight version Paul and the other ship crew wore on their occasional jaunts onto the surface. The helmets were a hybrid between the heavy work helmet and the lightweight pilot’s model. More than anything else it bothered Paul because it reminded him of what he didn’t know about what was going on.
“Hope you were comfortable Mr. Conrad, Mr. Olarik?” Paul asked calmly.
Conrad nodded, “Amazing Mr. Richards, never a moment of zero g the whole way here, and it took us what? About five hours? Amazing!”
Olarik’s eyes bored into Paul’s, “You Americans so like to take the fun, the joy, the risk out of things. This, this was more like riding to the moon on an elevator. Where is the joy, the thunder, the risk in that I ask you?” But there was a hint of warmth in those blank brown eyes for the first time.
Paul felt himself smiling at both of them, “Getting into space in itself is exciting but, for it to be practical, the getting into space, to Luna, has to be about as exciting as riding in an elevator, now you can have all the adventures you would like. Think of it as taking the elevator up the Petronas Towers so you can sky dive off the top.”
There was a real smile on Olarik’s face for a moment, gone in the next instant, “An interesting analogy Mr. Richards, I’ll keep that insight for future thought.”
Paul nodded, looking around. The two men’s luggage was netted down against the wall of the crew’s sleeping compartment. The space was beginning to look lived in, scrapes and dents giving it personality. Then he glanced back at the two VIPs, “If you would like to suit up we’ll go down and you can see them offload the cargo. I’ll help you carry your baggage over to Luna Haven if you’d like. I made sure that Conti had a buggy here for you, it’s not a long walk but it takes a while to get used to carrying loads in the reduced gravity.”
Conrad nodded, “That sounds fine Mr. Richards, you’re sure you don’t need to stay with your ship?”
“This trip it’s really Patsy’s and she and Evans can do the shut down and make sure we are ready for the flight back tomorrow night.”
“Very good then, your escort will be very welcome.” Conrad nodded sharply.
Paul made sure the two newbies got their equipment on right. There was actually little that could be done wrong and literally nothing that could be done wrong enough to kill you without warning, but it was a good idea to check.
Helping Olarik on with his moonsuit Paul realized, with a bit of a chill, that the reason for the suit’s bulkiness was not insulation, but armor. All the moonsuits had Kevlar shells, but this one was made of several heavy layers and had the distinctive overlapping plates of cermet armor in the body.
The helmet was also armored, with thick transparencies that were probably proof against a lot of things. Paul also noted that it had something that looked like the deployable disaster helmet on the inside.
The whole thing made Paul’s stomach twitch. He had never been fool enough to expect mankind’s militaristic and violent streaks to be left behind. It was still a shock to realize that Aristide Industries must have spent millions thinking about and designing these suits; if that, then what else?
After helping Olarik into his armor Paul stepped back and found Conrad viewing him calmly with his helmet tucked under his arm. The engineer turned Moonship commander had an intense hallucination, overlaid for a moment was the image of a Norman Knight in chain mail and padded gabion, steel helmet tucked under his arm. The only thing missing was the sword at the waist, and somehow Paul knew that wasn’t far away.
The sandy eyebrow cocked up, “Mr. Richards you look a little upset?”
Paul sighed, “Not really, it’s just a little earlier than I had expected is all.”
Conrad’s lips twitched at the unstated in their conversation but nodded, “You have to take some responsibility for that Mr. Richards, you have done wonders. Sampson and the Coots are very dedicated and Paaly brilliant - but you have provided impetus and leadership that have hurled this into high gear almost from a standing start. There are many forces at play behind the scenes; this is one, hopefully small, part.”
There were many men and women who were not members of the Church of the Stars working their bodies into a stupor here and at the Hollow and probably elsewhere, but Paul understood that Conrad was using the nickname as shorthand for the dedicated Luna Haven supporters.
Paul smiled faintly and shrugged wordlessly, then turned and went back to the bridge, “Patsy, Evans - you OK?”
Patsy nodded abstractly, “We’re going to check Stack twelve. It looks like one of the converters’s going out. I want Evans to go over the cable link between the north face antenna array and the electronic intelligence suite again, I think it’s intermittent. Also the star trackers optics may be dirty or the sensor’s going out. We’re still fully redundant but I don’t like the thought of losing some of our deep space and farside navigation capability.”
Paul smiled, “Check Stack fifteen’s blower wear gauge as well, would you? The temperature in the shell has been on the rise for the last ten hours. I checked it before lift out, nothing to note, do it again and check it against my notes please?”
A very serious bob of the head, “You got it boss, I’ll see you at Sara’s?” Sara MacDougal had started a small café operation on the side, when she wasn’t running one of the big excavators.
“Probably Patsy, standard watch schedule?” They all needed sleep and food and someone needed to be on watch in case something came up. Normal schedule was the engineer on first watch, dealing with any minor issues that had come up during the flight. Then the copilot and then the commander, who would also start bringing the ship up to flight status at the end of his or her six-hour watch.
Patsy hesitated, blushed a little, “You take midwatch and I’ll take the command watch?”
“Done, see you in a little while; I’m going to show our guests the ropes.” He pulled his head out of the little room and turned to pull his moonsuit out of the crew locker. His helmet he unsnapped from its belt strap and hung on the hangar placed nearby for it.
Pulling on the coveralls was a few moments work and he snugged up all the various closures and then picked up the helmet and sealed it down. He flipped the sun visor completely out of the way and unsealed the main visor and it rotated up and in.
When he looked the two VIP’s had divided the baggage between them, it was sitting around their feet, they were both holding their helmets, “OK, lock the helmets on and we’ll haul the stuff out to the main airlock, the construction crew will be using the passenger lock, Conti’s already with them.” It had been decided fairly early on that the construction crews would have their own chain of command as it were. Paul had declared a total hands-off policy except when they needed, and asked for, help.
The door between the cabin cylinders couldn’t be locked open so one of them had to hold it while the other two transferred the five largish bags, two of which were airtight.
They then had to cycle through the airlock twice since it was only big enough for three people if they were friendly. Paul went through with Howard Conrad and three bags first, then Arkan Olarik and the remaining two. Conrad was staring out over the moonscape when they come out. Paul wasn’t sure what emotions the tall Englishman was feeling right now; even without the helmet he was hard to read, with it, it was impossible.
The sun was a blinding white hole in the black sky, a blazing presence in the heavens, almost oppressive. But if you looked away from the sun you found that you could actually see stars, as alien pinpricks of color set in velvet black.
Arkan Olarik stood next to his boss for some time in silent contemplation.
After several minutes Howard spoke quietly over the radio link, “It is odd how little the pictures that came back from the Apollo visits really captured the feel of this Mr. Richards. There is a bleakness, a fierceness, an alieness that they hardly hinted at, yet there is a potentiality here waiting to spring out.”
“The stars pull at you as if their very gravity is trying to suck you to them.” Olarik’s voice was a little rough, his accent no longer quite so clipped, for the first time Paul wondered if he might be Russian, though the name wasn’t exactly what you’d expect.
There was a newly rigged baggage chute running down the inside of the main structural post. After making sure there was nothing particularly fragile in the bags Paul sent them down the chute, then swung onto the ladder, Conrad then Olarik followed. At the bottom Paul waved at the chute and the ladder, “We have a couple of changes in the MoonDream, one of them is a kind of lift for the crew and baggage, this is a stopgap. No one ever thought about how to deal with baggage and so on. Never been much of an issue with spaceships in the past.” Olarik’s bark of laughter was an agreement. Paul went on, “Hopefully, when we can take the Alexis out of service for awhile in a few months, we can have her refitted with that and a couple of other items the new ships’ll have.”
He got no more than a grunt from one of them to this.
Paul opened the auxiliary hatch and flipped out the little stage and attached steps, it was almost nine feet down to the Luna surface here. The three men carefully went down the lightweight ladder carrying the baggage. Once on the surface the baggage was abandoned and all three of them started to walk and bounce around. The pure joy of the light gravity bubbled through them like an elixir of youth. Paul still found it fun to hop and jump around on the surface, he called it getting his moon legs back, but in fact it was almost purely for the fun of it.
Hopping around he noted the four-seat moon buggy sitting nearby, Conti’s response to his request. They had come out on the East face of the ship. A quarter of a mile away to the east was the slightly disorganized stockyard of freight containers. Many had food and other stores in them but some were empty. A few would be going back with them tomorrow. It was odd to see the peeling and scratched logos of the freight lines that owned them. Paul wondered what those freight lines would think if they knew their containers had made a trip to the moon.
The other two men were bounding around like big gray white rabbits. They chattered like almost everyone else who had ever done this. There were more distant voices as well, the construction crew coming down and starting to get their ‘moon legs’ as well. The digital radio system could make a good guess as to range and direction of a signal and provided volume and stereo differentiation to give you a more intuitive ‘feel’ for direction and distance. Those features could be switched off but most left them on; it was a comfort when things worked more like at home, even in this dangerously alien landscape.
To the north Paul saw the massive electric tug carefully steering the jack drag up the freight slope towards the Alexis’ cargo deck. The thing was the equivalent of an overgrown forklift; it would slide under the enormous concrete, steel and plastic hub section and lift it. Then the tug would drag it out and directly to the worksite, they’d been waiting a couple of days for this.
The construction crew was running ahead of the delivery schedule. Once they’d gotten into the swing of it, the trenching and placing had all gone much quicker than expected, though the interior fitting out was taking more time and effort than planned.
Paul stopped his horsing around and went to collect baggage, he found that he could carry three quite easily and he strode over the gravel to the Luna buggy. He stacked the bags in the cargo basket over the battery pack and turned to get the others. Olarik and Howard were already on their way over, each carrying a bag.
“I see they’re moving the jack drag up already Mr. Richards, impatient?” Howard’s voice was neutral, perhaps tinged with respect?
“They were waiting for it to start the second leg of the main village concourse Mr. Conrad. They’re making great progress on the whole system but they wanted to start the second leg now, instead of later, it looks like the underlying rock structure may slow the first leg down before we get to the end connector. If we’d stopped and done a lot of checking before starting construction we might have caught that, but it would have taken months and I think it would just have led to endless debates about location and layout. Mostly pointless, since in my experience in this kind of situation, all options have problems, just in different combinations.”
Conrad chuckled, “How refreshing to find an engineer with a realistic view of the perversity of the universe.”
“Hate to argue but most good general engineers know the universe is designed to frustrate them.” Paul said quietly.
“Yes but those two modifiers, good and general, are in my experience rather rare Mr. Richards.” There was still an underlying chuckle in the senior manager’s voice.
Paul was glad he had his helmet on, his ears were burning fiercely, he hadn’t been fishing for compliments. It was also a little unsettling to realize how much this man he had never met before today, hadn’t really known existed even, knew about him and the work here. Along with the other disturbing discoveries of the day it was enough to make his stomach do flip-flops as he climbed into the buggy’s driver’s seat.
The Luna buggy looked a lot like the ones that the Apollo astronauts had used for the last few moon landings but it was much larger and longer ranged. It was still battery powered, there were designs floating around for a mini Paaly Power Stack but it was not likely for some years and in most ways Paul figured it made more sense to make the buggy a ‘hopper’ if you did that. You could go further faster and probably with less energy that way.
As they rolled up next to the tug, Paul saw that the operator was Charley Wipple, as usual. The tug was massive and, like all the occasional use pieces of equipment, was battery powered. The big excavators, scrapers and bulldozers all had a Paaly Power Stack to provide electricity for their heavy duty traction motors. The Stack was overkill in all cases but it was simpler to use the single, already relatively compact design, rather than try and develop several different ones. Those power Stacks were smaller, simpler and overall much less powerful than the ones in the Alexis - but they did use a lot of the same components.
They watched from the buggy as the tug maneuvered the jack drag in and the jacks lifted the connector off the resilient blocks it had been sitting on. The forest of stout tie downs was all gone now and the tug slowly started the almost hundred ton mass out of the cargo hold.
“It’ll be a while Mr. Conrad, won’t go much more than two miles an hour at max and I doubt Charley will hit that until they’re on the road. Why don’t we head for the Village, you can get yourselves set up and talk to Conti, I assume he’ll be there by now, I saw the bus heading that way a few minutes ago.”
“It’s your tour Mr. Richards, sounds like a good plan to me.”
Paul swung the buggy around in a bounding circle and accelerated for the village. The cross shaped initial core was all buried, there were aluminum frames over the ends that would connect to the extending ‘street’s and ‘crossroads’ that allowed the full layer of dirt to be put over the tubes, giving them essentially full protection until the rest of the system could be installed.
They pulled up next to the tube that was finished, terminating in a connector into the first of the garden domes. At the joint there was an airlock, outside of which was a parking structure, a long low open sided shed covered by corrugated metal sheets, this roof was covered with a couple of feet of rock and dirt as shielding. It was a temperature moderator as much as anything else, stopping the equipment from going through the full cycle of heating and cooling while it wasn’t in use.
The airlock was more than big enough for all three of them and their baggage. It was a two-stage system; the outer lock was about half an atmosphere. It was more efficient overall and stopped a single door accident from causing a disaster, though all the doors hinged in so that the airflow would tend to close them.
On the inside they found themselves in the ten by ten tunnel that was the village street. Conti Smithers stood waiting. Iron gray hair, pale blue eyes, skinny and wrinkled and physically hyperactive, Conti was ultra organized and always seemed very cool calm and collected, especially in retrospect. A long-term member of the COTS, he wasn’t outwardly religious like Cliff and many others. He had spent a long lifetime building things all over the world; apparently he’d been an Aristide employee for more than twenty years, most of it in Arabia, Africa and Russia. He had built oil fields, oil refineries, supertanker harbors and no few bridges, highways and towns.
The calm eyes took in the three newcomers, “Hello Mr. Conrad, Mr. Olarik, there was a faint emphasis on both Mr.’s as if Conti was resisting using some other title or name. “I’ll show you to your quarters in a minute?” The two VIP’s nodded, few people ever contradicted Conti. “Paul, I have the return manifest on the intranet for you to look at, should be in your e-mail. I also have a modified load out for the upcoming flights; we’re getting way out of sequence because things aren’t working quite like we figured in the ops planning stage. Mostly good but I’d hate to have people twiddling their fingers. Any news on the MoonDream?”
“I left Raoul working on her Conti, she’ll be ready at least two weeks ahead of schedule, perhaps more, and the MoonBeam is less than six weeks behind her, they’re already pre-fabbing sections. We’re well ahead on Stack build ups and test, still only the one major Stack failure in almost fifty thousand running hours.”
“Sounds great Paul, we need the Dream and Beam on the run, to get this buildup going faster.” Some of this was a little play-acting on Conti’s part Paul realized; he could say things to Paul that he couldn’t say to the VIP’s directly.
“We are going to see about lifting two cells out on the next lift Conti, it will slow us down some but I don’t see a real problem.” Paul said quietly.
Olarik interrupted, “That’s well over the rated lifting power of your ship, Mr. Richards.”
“Yes Mr. Olarik, but it’s actually more of a concern structurally than anything else. We have well over two hundred and seventy tons of lift at full power and the two cells with a light load out are about two thirty something. We won’t get up and out as quickly as usual but we could still lose two Stacks and not lose a return to base option. Once we get to orbital velocity we can make it to Luna with a quarter of the Stacks.” Paul said quietly.
Conti was bouncing up and down in excitement; his old habit of flexing his toes to work off nervous energy had a much more pronounced effect in the Moon’s one sixth gravity, “If you can do that a few times Paul we’ll get well ahead of schedule, even before the MoonDream starts the run.”
Conrad smiled faintly, “It sounds like you’re pushing ahead about as hard as you can.”
The construction boss nodded, “About as hard as is humanly possible, you’ll see sir, my people love this, it’s about as great an opportunity as anyone has ever had.”
Paul laughed, “I’ll talk to you later Conti, I’ll probably hole up at Sara’s, I’ll pick up the incoming mail from there and look at your stuff.”
“Fair enough Paul, see you later.”
Paul said his goodbyes to the other two as they separated at the ladder up to the second floor of the connector. Sara’s little self-serve cafe was in the center connector section with Conti’s office and the village’s computing and communication infrastructure.
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Transitions
Paul sat in the copilot’s seat of the MoonDream and watched the Alexis lift out, it was almost weird, and certainly felt unnatural, to be on the outside after all these flights. He’d seen recordings before but it was not the same as seeing the ship calmly lift off the ground and slide up into the sky. It was a ponderous evolution, especially with the two massive housing cells on her cargo deck, but it had the inevitability of the moonrise. For a moment it was hard to tell she was moving at all, then you could see the change in the background and then she was definitely off the ground and rising, rising. Once she was up and out of the Hollow the stealthed freighter was impossible to see except as a starless patch in the starry sky. After a minute even that was lost. The whole thing was uncanny, alien, there should have been sound and thunder and drama, instead the ship was simply gone.
“That’s my girl,” Raoul said quietly from the flight engineers station behind Paul. The young Mexican had been tapped for the shakeout flights of the MoonDream. Paul was scheduled only for tonight, the day after tomorrow he’d be lifting out with his original ship.
Paul had been asked to act as copilot for the MoonDream’s tryout and he’d let the Alexis go without him for the first time, with Patsy as copilot to Frank Johnson. Frank had been training up as the backup commander for their little fleet. Frank had told Paul before the flight that he’d let Patsy do the piloting while he did the navigating etc. That had reinforced Paul’s good opinion of Frank’s common sense and his regret that Frank hadn’t been chosen to command the MoonDream.
“Well actually Engineer that’s Frank, though your young lady has been doing excellent work as a copilot, I must admit.” Paul glanced over at the man in the command pilot’s seat, John VanDoone. Since John’s loss at the pilot selection board meeting where Paul had been given the first slot the ex-major had been trying to mend his fences, while also working like mad to improve his scores on the Moonship simulator. VanDoone had largely succeeded in both endeavors. Paul still thought the man a stuffed shirt and a conspirator, but had to admit that, when he tried, VanDoone was a useful person to have around. Since most of the others around the Hollow had never had that bad an opinion of him anyway, many considered VanDoone a rising star. That worried Paul, VanDoone had spent a lot of hours working the simulator; Paul wondered how much of VanDoone’s score was the result of rote memorization?
“MoonDream, this is Command Central, how are you doing John?” Cliff’s voice was warm. Cliff and VanDoone had become friends and Paul felt a little irritated with Cliff over the program managers lack of perception. VanDoone was not always subtle about his methods, but Cliff seemed a bit blind to human duplicity at times.
“We are all green at this time Central, I am about to command the coolant line disconnect, am I go to commence testing?” John’s voice had that odd, faintly southern accent many Air Force pilots seemed to develop, even though Paul knew he was from Michigan.
“You are free to commence the test regime.” Cliff replied. The ‘Dream’s test plan was much more complex than the one the Alexis had carried out. Cliff and VanDoone, among others, had been adamant that Paul’s bull headed tactics had been foolhardy, if effective in the end.
Part of the reason they could do the extensive testing was because they would have more time. The ‘Dream had a much improved cooling system, she still had the big ice tanks but they were under the cargo deck not on it, and were twice the size. She also used the two fixed sides of the stealth shell as large radiators instead of the wings on the Alexis, a better and safer solution. She also had extensible radiator wings as well, but smaller and simpler versions. Tonight they’d try this entire system out and they could well be hovering in the hollow for several hours instead of the forty minutes of Alexis’ first flight.
“Disconnect the coolant line Engineer. Commencing Stack array startup now.” They went through the modified startup routine John had developed for ‘his’ ship. It was longer than Paul’s mainly because it did not depend on the engineer and copilot nearly so much. Paul had been through all this and had bitten his tongue the whole time. Raoul had watched Paul very blatantly not making comments and kept his reservations to himself.
Raoul generally had been lying very low lately; he was under a bit of a cloud since his involvement with Patsy had become public knowledge. Most people, including Patsy’s parents, had taken it well. The young Latino was well liked and respected but some, including Cliff, had been upset about the affair. Paul thought that some of it on Cliff’s part was jealousy, possibly jealousy Cliff himself wouldn’t acknowledge.
The Stacks came up to twenty percent power and they did all the checks then John brought the thrust up gradually. When the recorded weight on the jacks was a ton John locked the thrust and did another full check. Since the ground crew had run a similar check a few hours before Paul felt this excessive, but John was the commander.
“I’m going to command a hundred and ten percent base load thrust until we reach sixty feet altitude then put on an all axis hold.” VanDoone’s voice was calm.
The ‘Dream rose off the pad and slid skywards. The ship was moving upwards at ten miles an hour when they passed through sixty feet and John flipped on the hold altitude command. There was a moment of weightlessness and then a bit of a jerk as the ‘Dream’s Stacks went to zero thrust to lose upward velocity and then brought the thrust back to holding level as the ship began to fall back. Paul tensed but the systems were all operating as designed. Out of the side of his eye he saw John jerk spasmodically during the few instants of weightlessness.
Paul gritted his teeth; John just didn’t have ‘it’ - whatever ‘it’ was as far as the Moonships were concerned. He did not have the feel for the ship’s dynamics and responses to input. Still, after that first bobble things settled down. John seemed to have it under control and Paul began to wonder if it had simply been first flight nerves. For almost an hour John maneuvered the big freighter around the Hollow. Up and down, around, jogs of acceleration, much of it was redundant in Paul’s opinion but it wasn’t his ship or his program.
“Ready to deploy the thermal wings Engineer,” John said quietly.
“The board is green Commander.”
“Deploying thermal wings.” The shell sides opened and the wings unfolded.
“Coolant flow is nominal Commander, the melt rate in the tanks is nominal.” From Raoul.
“Good, I’m going to swing her around to see how the wings affect response.” The ship floated around and began to turn.
“RRRRR,” The alarm enunciator was a shock and the yellow strobe on the master alarm panel made Paul’s heart leap.
“What the hell, Engineer?” There was an edge of alarm in VanDoone’s voice. The ship continued to spin and there was a wobble as the commander twisted around to look at the engineer without letting go of the manual controllers.
“We’ve lost coolant flow in the Stacks commander, we’re completely convective, we have not lost pumps or pressure.” Raoul’s voice was a flat crack, “We have about thirty seconds, I’m going to reverse the flow in the coolant lines, I think we must have a big airlock somewhere in the system.”
“No, wait, what is it? We’re going down.” John sounded confused and he twisted back to look at his own console. At that second the main horn went off with a nerve twisting howl and red lights lit up. Two Stacks were in shutdown and then two more tripped off, followed by three more.
“Shit,” VanDoone’s voice was an inarticulate yell.
Oooof,” Paul felt himself slung against his four-point harness as the ship spun uncontrollably and began to yaw. Paul’s left hand fumbled with the center console between him and the command pilot for an instant, he found the shield, flipped it up and mashed the switch down with his thumb. The wild yawing spin vanished almost instantly
“What...what?” There was a lost edge to John’s voice, almost like he was just waking up.
The master alarm had gone off and the light was now flashing slowly instead of throbbing with savage intensity.
Raoul’s voice was savage, “Well, I guess that was one way to get rid of the damned air bubble.”
Paul finished dialing in the landing pad location, “We’re on our way down; Raoul see if you can keep the Stacks that tripped off from cycling, I want to be able to do a diagnostic on all of them.”
“What? What are you doing Richards?” snarled VanDoone.
“I’m landing the ship John, we need to find out what happened and to be honest I don’t trust your reactions any longer.” Paul’s voice was flat; he was already typing notes into his workstations memo pad.
“I’m the Commander of this ship damnit!”
“Not any more. If you remember I am still Senior Pilot for Luna Haven John, and in my opinion you are not ready to pilot one of the freighters yet.” And never would be as far as Paul could tell. The man had not only screwed up when things went bad, he’d very obviously panicked as well.
The ex-Air Force Major stared at Paul open mouthed, unable to say anything, his face flaming red with rage.
Raoul spoke softly, “I’ve frozen the status on the Stacks that tripped Paul, we’re lucky the rest of them didn’t trip off. They all show the flags that say they wanted to but the master override triggered before they could do it since we were under thrust in a grav field. Nice save by the way, I think we missed the north cliff face by about fifty feet.”
-o-
Three nights later the MoonDream’s Stacks were at fifty percent power and the landing jacks showed only a few hundred pounds of weight. They were light with four big freight containers and a few odds and ends strapped to the new moon freighters cargo deck. Paul tapped a couple of switches, “Raoul what’s your read?”
“All green Commander.” Raoul was just as calm and competent as ever.
Paul looked over at the copilot, Bill Suter, “How do you read things copilot?” Paul asked quietly.
The young man nodded a little jerkily. “All green Commander, I have the lift line plotted.” Paul hoped the young man’s nerves would settle, apparently he’d been a bit unnerved by the near disaster three nights before.
The problem in the end had turned out to be three fold and simple. The ground crew had done a redundant purge of the coolant lines at Major VanDoone’s insistence and had not gotten all the air bubbles out. The bubbles had collected into one large one that had been out of the loop until the wings were deployed when it had migrated and stopped the water flow. Raoul’s back pumping would have solved the problem, but the spin on the ship had also upset it enough to restart the flow.
The other two problems had been in software and the result, in Paul’s opinion, of fiddling on the part of the design team. He’d, quietly, read them the riot act about it since they had in fact violated several of their own design and implementation standards to screw it up. It had been in a good cause, they’d tried to improve both the power quality and safety margins in the power converters at the same time and the simulations had looked good, as had the ground tests, but it had turned out that they had made the system much too sensitive to fluctuations in coolant temperature, and more intolerant of out of range conditions. The only thing that had saved them from a messy crash and possible death had been the master override that had stopped the cascade of shutdowns, it had been designed in for just that sort of situation and it was nice to know it worked, though the need for the live test was enough to have unnerved anyone.
“I read green as well, Hollow Base this is MoonDream we are ready to lift.” Paul could see Cliff in the window in the big display.
“You are clear to lift MoonDream, give Patsy and her crew a wave on the way out Paul.” Cliff was a bit subdued but Paul appreciated that comment.
“Wilco that Cliff. See you tomorrow night.” Paul rolled the thrust control up and the Stacks’ output swept smoothly up, almost imperceptibly they began to lift. Paul snapped the velocity control on and the geo centering mode, then locked onto the lift line Bill had laid in.
Paul monitored the systems but there was little to see. His mind flitted back over the past days. Checking the MoonDream out, and a series of unpleasant meetings, had taken up the two days after the near disaster.
The meetings with VanDoone had degenerated into one-sided shouting matches, VanDoone apparently thinking he could browbeat Paul into letting him fly again by screaming at him. The meeting with the steering committee and the selection committee and VanDoone had been as bad. Even with his previous experience the ex-Air Force officer had simply not been able to believe that everyone would listen to Paul and not to him. In the end he had stormed out of the meeting and out of the Hollow. He had a nice home on the outskirts of Primus Junction, hopefully he was there settling down. Paul hoped VanDoone would simply accept his own limitations and go back to being a good manager on the logistics side of the program, but he was very afraid that VanDoone was incapable of seeing things that way.
One good thing had come out of all of this. It had firmed up Paul’s position as senior pilot, the steering committee had given him the title of Chief Pilot and handed him a lot of power on the operational side of the Moonship program. He had decided to exercise that power by making Patsy the Alexis’ reserve command pilot and shifting Frank Johnson to the command pilot slot on the MoonDream.
Of course, Frank had then proceeded to catch the flu, which was why Paul was taking the MoonDream up for the first time. They couldn’t wait for Frank to get well enough to fly.
So Patsy was on her first flight as a command pilot, with Greta Trazone as her copilot and Steve Evans as her flight engineer. In fact she was probably on the way back now. For a while they would be trading back and forth, with the MoonDream at the Hollow one day and Alexis the following day.
When the MoonBeam came on line things were going to start getting a little chaotic. By then the heavy lift effort would almost be over and they’d be operating almost on demand though one ship would always be on the moon just in case.
They’d had one accident so far on the moon; one of the second crew had managed to get his leg crushed out on the surface. The disaster system in the suit had saved his life and the Alexis had been there to get him home quickly enough that he wasn’t going to lose his leg. That had ironically happened the day the cell with the village infirmary had been delivered. Now there was a full time doctor at Luna Haven and one of the freight containers on the MoonDream’s deck was full of supplies for the infirmary.
Paul had almost dug in his heels and had them load up a habitation cell but in the end he’d decided it was just as well to do a shakedown run. It was not that critical that they get another cell up since there was a considerable stockpile already. With the MoonDream on line they were going to stop doing the double cell lifts. The Alexis was already beginning to show the strain in fatiguing joints and sagging decking. It had probably been a bad idea from the first but it had moved the construction schedule up by a remarkable amount. They would have a functional community on the moon before the MoonBeam was flying.
And that was good; one of the first residents of Luna Haven would be Cooper Paaly. The old physicist was frailer every time Paul saw him, though there was an amazing amount of energy and bounce in the old man. Paul enjoyed his all too brief visits with his irritating old friend and wished he could spend more time talking about the technology of the Paaly Effect. Some of the things Cooper had let slip indicated that he had a much better theoretical understanding of what was going on in the Stacks these days. Possibly the low gravity on the moon would give the old man’s system a chance to fight the disease that was stealing his life away little by little.
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Mars Intrudes
Paul looked at the tablet propped up on his breakfast table in disbelief and no little horror. He’d down loaded Primus Junction News.com, the local community’s little newsletter. It was one of those that was updated electronically as new things came in and then three times a week they did a paper layout and printed a few hundred copies for those still living in the dark ages without a com hookup.
Today it had a real headline.



Local couple killed in wreck
At about 12:30am last night the car driven by Major John VanDoone (US AIRFORCE RETIRED) crashed through the guard rail near the top of Rippers Canyon and fell two hundred feet to the canyon floor. The Major’s wife of twenty years, Jocelyn, was a passenger in the car. Both were killed instantly. Sheriff Mike Breton of Primus Junction was called to the site of the wreck around 1:00am and was able to reach the wreckage around 1:20. There are signs that the car was traveling too fast on the highway, hit the side of the canyon and spun over the edge.
The Major and his wife had no children and their parents are deceased. The next of kin have been informed. There will be a service at the chapel tonight. The bodies are at the county morgue awaiting a reading of the will by the next of kin.
This is the third fatal accident on this stretch of road in five years and once more an indication that the roadbed needs to be widened and the guardrail strengthened, though of course people traveling this piece of highway must exercise caution….
 
 
Paul’s senses seemed disconnected as his thoughts spun; he lifted his eyes and looked out over the edge of the plateau towards the ridge. It was craggy and steep, but the one to the west and north of Primus Junction was much higher and even more rugged. That was the direction the Major’s car had been coming from or going towards. The direction of Salt Lake City and the outside world unless you wanted to drive across a vast desert or had an airplane at the Primus Junction, or more realistically, the Aristide Industries, Airport.
Paul felt tears trickling down his cheeks; it was quite possible that he had indirectly killed two people. The only reason John VanDoone would have been heading towards Salt Lake City that late at night was to escape the shame he had felt in his failure during the MoonDream’s first flight. Paul sat and thought over the whole sorry affair. He could see that he could have been a great deal kinder to John, could perhaps have let him down easier. But his own dislike of the blustery Major had made him ruthless in the application of power and leverage to get his way at last in the crew assignments.
Sitting there in his sweat-stained running clothes Paul cried in grief and shame. A shame reinforced by the shocked realization that under his unhappiness he was still as adamant in his belief in his own rightness as ever.
There was also a tinge of fear because, though this could well have been a true accident caused by more of the Major’s bull headed rage, there was also the little tickle of doubt. The Major had raged at Paul and the others that they were fools and criminals and were going to get people killed soon if they didn’t mend their ways. It seemed possible that the Major had decided to act on that conviction, and go where he could find someone to do something about this, and had died because of that decision.
-o-
Paul walked into his office in the main building about ten minutes later than his usual seven o’clock. A few people were here already, most of the people would be here by seven thirty. Of course most of them would be here till six or later, one thing he’d never had to worry about here was slacking off.
As he walked down the hall Paul noted that the lights in his office were on so he wasn’t surprised to find that it wasn’t empty. Sitting in his chair was Arkan Olarik, leaning against the bookcase was a very handsome man dressed in khaki’s and a blue gray jacket, he looked like everyone’s idea of a fighter pilot, done in tones of brown. In one of the two other chairs was a striking dark haired woman with tanned skin and very dark brown eyes, also dressed in khaki and the jacket. The fourth person, in the same uniform, was a rather short and plump carrot top with very fair skin, freckles, pug nose, and very cold green eyes. There were no nametags, brass buttons or rank insignia but all four of them somehow emanated that aura one felt around active duty military personnel. Even the pudgy red head had the ineffable mark.
There was silence, as he looked them all over with as emotionless a face as he could make, then he looked at Arkan, “I assume you’ve found a fourth crew for me Colonel Olarik?”
The big Kazakh smiled with almost fierce approval, “Yes Mr. Richards, I have. Let me introduce Major Micah Tassinara,” the air force poster nodded coolly, “Captain Helena Yarina, and Major Terrance Maguire.” The woman and the cold-eyed red head nodded their greetings. “They have all flown a copy of the simulator Mr. Richards, a rather better one than you have in fact, and have done well on it, even with some ahh…shall we say serious problems thrown at them. I’d like you to work them into the rotation of crews so they start getting flight time before the MoonBeam comes on line in a couple of months.”
Paul shrugged and nodded, he knew he had no real option so why fight it, but, “Colonel, I assume that you are not removing me as the Chief Pilot?”
“You assume correctly, why?” his voice was flat, waiting.
“Then I would appreciate that the two majors and the captain go through the evaluation process like everyone else so I have some idea of their abilities, and if during the familiarization and work up any of them fail to perform to minimums I will ground them. I assume you will back me up on that as long as I have cause?” Paul kept his voice flat.
The big Kazakh hesitated, his lips pursed, the three crew members all stiffened and lost some of their arrogant calm, Olarik finally nodded, “Fair enough and appropriate. Yes Mr. Richards.” The other three shifted a little; there was suppressed anger in all three pairs of eyes as Paul glanced around, along with a little shock.
Paul smiled around, “Good, I’m sure they’ll be real killers.” The flat eyed looks he got confirmed their antagonism but that was fine by Paul, “Colonel would you care for a cup of coffee?”
The wide ex fighter pilot hauled himself up, “I certainly would, Micah, I will talk with you and your crew later.”
The sun was still not over the rim of the hollow as the two men walked into the little coffee room set aside for the senior staff. The coffee was hot in the carafe; they both poured it hot and black and sat down by the window.
“So you took the time to look me up Mr. Richards, Howard said you probably would. Conti thinks the world of you, you know. I’ve known the old roughneck for a lot longer than I’ve worked for Mr. Aristide, and he’s rarely had nice things to say about engineers.” The big brown eyes smiled faintly.
“That’s because he is one and knows all the failings of the species, Colonel.”
“Really? I didn’t realize, somehow I assumed he’d worked his way up.”
“Texas A&M, but he did work his way up, only way to do it in that business really.” Paul hesitated then dived in, “Colonel, why the military flight crew? Is there something I ought to know about? I understand the facts of life, I know what we’re doing is illegal, though in a rather mild way, and I have really tried not to think about where all the money for this is coming from, but I feel responsible for a lot of people’s lives, one way or another.”
The tall ex-Russian Air Force officer looked at Paul broodingly, “Mr. Aristide wants to make sure what he is creating here and on the moon lasts, and he believes that the only things that last are things of value that are protected. We are the protection for Luna Haven Mr. Richards. We expect there to be a violently negative reaction to the establishment of Luna Haven in some places and a literal gold rush as the secret of the Paaly Stack becomes common knowledge, which it will, eventually. We want to protect our investment.”
Paul sipped his coffee and nodded quietly, “So there will be Colonel.” Paul didn’t specify which part of the Arkan Olarik’s speech he was agreeing with. “But even if the Plateau is seized we can still get supplies. The Moonships can go anywhere in the world they want, and we can pay by putting things in orbit, at least till the secret’s out, we can also probably sell scientific data, moon rocks etc. Enough to keep us going, and we should be able to avoid getting too close to people of bad repute?”
“Very true Mr. Richards,” the big shoulders shook with internal laughter.
“Of course the ability to land two main battle tanks anywhere in the world in a few hours would also be of considerable use, to some people.” Paul said quietly.
“Indeed it would, and some people would pay a lot for a service like that. Again it’s only going to be for a relatively short time, but it should be a rather interesting and lucrative sideline, don’t you think?”
“It’ll make a lot of people hate us, Colonel.” Paul said quietly.
“They already hate most of the world and would probably hate us for our access to the stars anyway, Mr. Richards.”
Paul shrugged sadly, “As you say Colonel, though I’ve been lucky and missed that sort by and large.”
“It’s a figment of you American’s imagination that the world’s a nice place with a few bad apples Mr. Richards. The world is a cesspool whose inhabitants will pull you in and drown you if you let them.” The eyes were flat and expressionless.
Paul nodded, “They make good coffee here, don’t you think Colonel?”
The eyes were flat for a long moment as Paul looked into them, then they lit up as the shoulders shook, “Indeed they do, for Americans; I still prefer my coffee harsh but sweet.”
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Town Warming
The Moon’s surface came up to meet them, Micah was in the Command Pilots position of the Alexis and Terrance in the flight engineers position, Helena was in the crew compartment. She’d spent some ‘bridge time’ on the way up and would spend the whole return flight in the copilot’s position.
For all their arrogance and dislike of his position of authority over them they were a disciplined and effective crew, and Paul, almost against his own inclinations, thought they were the best crew in the small fleet. Micah hadn’t Patsy’s natural ‘feel’ for the ships but he was steady and disciplined, which in some ways counted for more. Terrance would never have Raoul’s depth of knowledge but he was quick, good and probably more methodical than the Latino. The Irishman’s cold personality was totally at odds with the reputation of Irishmen and redheads. Helena was the one blot, but while she was not as good a pilot as Patsy, Micah or even Paul, she could handle the ship system well enough, even under pressure, she just had no feel whatsoever for the ship as a whole. But that wasn’t enough for Paul to disqualify her, he was just glad she wouldn’t be his copilot.
They were carrying a habitation cell and six large freight containers today along with some loose structural materials. In the passenger cabin were six Church of the Stars families. Eighteen people in all with a lot of baggage, one of the freight containers contained all of their worldly goods, or at least that part that they wanted to bring up to the moon. This was the second flight of early settlers and the last for a while. Luna Haven was expanding fast but these people would need to get settled in and start preparing other parts for the settlers who would be following. With the twenty some construction people this made a population of seventy-eight. Some of the folks coming up were the families of the construction workers so they would have something like twenty family groups.
The MoonDream was on her way back from Luna having dropped off several new construction machines and some freight containers. Frank Johnson was settling in as the Command Pilot now with his own crew. Patsy was swinging between the two ships, taking them up every fourth trip or so to give the main crews a break. All in all it kept everyone busy.
They were dropping a huge amount of material onto the moon’s surface now, with the two ships they could bring up much more material than the construction crews could use. They were rapidly building up the staging areas with stacks of cells and freight containers. A lot of the new people were going to be working in construction for a while. Next week they’d bring up another construction gang of eighteen to twenty men and women. That was certainly going to be necessary as soon as the MoonBeam came on line, Paul was pretty sure the third Moonship would be used for construction purposes for the first few months, it was still too soon for them to break the news to an unsuspecting world.
The triple stacks of freight containers rose around them and there was a soft thump as the Alexis came to a stop. A near perfect landing once more, they went through the shut down checklist in rapid fire, cross checking themselves and the computer as they went. They’d not had any disasters yet, but that was because they were careful.
Conti’s voice came over the local link, “Good morning Alexis, that you Micah?” It had turned out that Conti and Micah were quite well acquainted, though neither man was willing to explain where they had met before.
“Reading the schedule again Conti? Seems out of character for an old roughneck.” Shot back the tall Israeli.
“Wanted to be sure I knew who was responsible for Sally, almost put in a protest when I saw it was you instead of Paul, but at least he’s along to keep you out of trouble so I didn’t complain too much.” The hostile look the pilot shot at Paul after this friendly jibe was a sign of how bad the relationship between the ‘military’ flight crew and the civilian Chief Pilot was. With an internal sigh Paul let it pass. It was at least partly his own fault; he had to live with the results of his own stubborn pride and hubris.
Micah looked away, “Your wife is just fine Conti so settle down. You ready to start hauling cargo out of the old girl?” That was a bit rhetorical since the jack drag was already moving towards the cargo ramp under Charlie’s careful hand.
“That’s a rogo Micah. Hey Paul, you coming to the house warming we’re going to be having?”
Paul smiled rather pointlessly at his mike, “Sure Conti, looks like a giddy round of parties for today.”
A chuckle, “The moon’s best and brightest strutting their stuff Paul, gotta put a stake in the ground to say from this day we’re beyond the construction phase and are a real place to live. This is as good as any though I don’t figure we’ll stop building in our lifetimes, do you?”
“Never seen a city stop growing till it was about to die Conti and this one has at least a few millennia in front of it as far as I can tell.”
Another chuckle, “The eternal optimist, but I have to agree with you. Never been a better place to build in my opinion. Whole world ready to be made over again, though I wonder if we won’t create our own version of the Greens, guess they’ll be called Grays though.”
“And you’ll be called a green…A hell of a flip.” Paul shot back.
The surface was the same as it had been for many weeks, trampled and covered with tracks, unchanging except when a new foot or wheel print overlaid an old one. The geometrically precise shadows and arcs of falling dust from under the boots of newbies were all familiar now. As was his own joy at leaping across the surface under the black sky. He’d been here when the sun wasn’t up and it was eerily dark, though the work lights provided enough illumination to keep you from running into things.
He glanced around, the area was changing, a sparse forest of very tall and slender posts supported a golden tent over the big piles of freight containers and the sections of tubing destined for Luna Haven. They were thermal blankets set up to keep the material stored here from getting too hot or cold, since some of it was going to spend a lot of time on the surface they needed protection. They’d had couple of freight containers that had spent a month or more waiting on the surface to be unloaded. When taken back to Earth and sent back into general freight service they’d fallen apart. The thermal stresses of being on the surface of the moon had torn welds and rivets apart. They now had a better idea of which types of containers could take it and which couldn’t but it had indicated a need for some additional protection.
Paul watched as the big moon bus filled up with newbies and just before it set out he hopped aboard. He knew everyone and everyone knew him so he spent the short trip answering questions. They slid to a stop under the massive awning of the new parking garage and everyone got out and walked towards the big new main airlock complex. They walked down a wide set of stairs and up to the end bulkhead. Over the doors was a fancy aluminum truss-work with an arching sign:
Welcome to Luna Haven, Present
Population: seventy-nine.
The numbers were electronically generated and that part of the sign was wide enough to hold at least a nine-figure number. Paul grinned to himself. And Conti called him an optimist!
There were three sets of doors in the main entrance, one essentially a single person entry, another that could take four or five and another that could take a party of ten or so or a whole Luna buggy. There was another even larger airlock, in another nearby termination cell, intended to allow some of the very large equipment to be pulled inside for maintenance and repair in a shirtsleeve environment but it took hours to pump down fully.
Paul headed for the small lock as the greeters helped the newbies through the big lock; everyone had received training on Earth, but in the new environment that tended to fly out the window until people had a chance to settle down.
In the locker room above the airlocks Paul left his single suit on under a very light outer coverall and made sure his disaster helmet ruff was in place. His other belongings he stuffed into a locker. There were ranks of lockers here, most unused as yet, waiting for the rest of the population. The space became noisy as others found their way up from the entrance. Paul found he couldn’t stop smiling as the people laughed and joked, chattered and explored.
Behind the entrance complex was one of the junction modules. This one still uninhabited but ready, Paul strode down the passageway to the right for seventy feet and turned to the door. The big doors with their red cross showed what this was.
Inside he found Doctor Jones, Janice to her friends, “Hey Janice, how’s Cooper?” Cooper had come up on the MoonDream as a passenger in the crew compartment.
The motherly woman with gray shot brown hair smiled at Paul a little sadly, “Resting comfortably Paul, recovering actually. He took the flight fine but he over did it when he got here and then almost collapsed. Mans an idiot.” She frowned and smiled at the same time.
Paul grinned, it didn’t take Cooper long to make an impression wherever he went, “He’s about normal then, any thoughts on if the change will really do him good?” Cooper had continued his long downward slide and it was the hope of extending his life as much as fulfilling his wish to live on the moon that had moved the steering committee to set up a special arrangement for the very sick physicist.
“I’d have to say yes for a lot of reasons, the gravity helps of course, but the environment’s very clean here still and that means his immune system won’t be continuously challenged by new pathogens. The change may do all sorts of good from a psychological angle as well and even with an almost universally fatal disease like this that has a major impact. How long, I don’t know, from his condition, on Earth I’d say a few more weeks to maybe six months. Here, we don’t know, but possibly as much as years.” She saw the pain in his face, “Sorry Paul, I know you love the old coot but there’s not a lot we can do for him,” She grimaced, then smiled sadly, “Except give him plenty of toys to play with.”
Paul grinned back at her through his pain. He reached up and rubbed his hair and bald spot as if to scrub the pain away.
“You know, there are treatments for male pattern baldness these days. You do look pretty dashing as a young Patrick Stewart, but there are other solutions you know?”
Paul pulled his hand away, “I’m not sure I like the results of failed attempts Janice and I’ve gotten used to it so why try and cover it up? It’s genetic, dad and granddad went the same route, and it was my uncle’s horrible attempts to hide it that taught me that it was a cross one should simply accept as ones lot in life.” He grimaced, “He grew his hair long and combed it over, tried hair plugs, Rogaine, the Hair Club, everything, it was disgusting sometimes. He tried to compensate by making a lot of money as a car salesman and working hard to be the world’s biggest playboy,” He shuddered, “Some of the women he brought to family reunions still make me wake up screaming.”
Janice smiled, “Just as long as you’re sure, and it sounds like you have good reasons to be sure! Cooper’s in the unit upstairs, go on up.”
Paul climbed the steep steps next to the little patient elevator. On the open upper floor he found Cooper propped up with the curtains pulled back. He was sipping a drink, mild as one could imagine. The sharp blue eyes nailed Paul and he smiled, “I thought I heard you nattering with the Mother Superior Paul. It’s good to see you, especially here. Though if here were my apartment it would be even better, dratted woman thinks I need coddling.”
Paul walked over and settled into the little aluminum frame that served as a chair. They’d quickly found that going out of your way with padding and cushioning was pointless on the moon so things like chairs were tending towards the rudimentary.
“Did you have a chance to look over the lab we set up for you Cooper?” Paul ignored the gripe, going that road wasn’t leading anywhere anyway. He was still here and still in bed, sipping his drink, Paul decided that the griping was pretty much pro forma.
Paaly’s eyes lit up, “Yes, and you did good as usual kid, you know for all its being only a small space it’s got about every gewgaw I need, you listened pretty good when you asked. The biggest problem is going to be having anything special fabricated, you’ll have to take the orders down to Earth and bring the parts back, which will slow things down something awful at times. I see the plans for all sorts of shops pretty near term but I doubt they’ll do my work much good.” His voice was a little sad.
Paul felt pain at this reminder, additional pain on top of the obvious rapid aging of his old friend under the weight of his cancer.
“Can you tell me what you’re working on Cooper; it looks to me like you’ve gone off on a tangent again?”
“You know I went off looking at the Paaly rings Paul. Wanted to find out more about what was going on in the coherent rings?”
Paul nodded, Cooper was getting more animated as he spoke, “Well I found all sorts of things and especially I found that I could probe them in various ways. You can use the rings to detect matter interactions of all sorts in extremely fine detail. You can use it as a kind of three dimensional phased array matter detector. I think the Stack’s shell buggers up the signal but I can see the difference between the mass of the moon and the vacuum above, I think I can detect the outlines of the colony as well, but this is only the start! I know we can come up with a Stack design without a shell; we don’t need the gas flow or high-energy stuff you need for propulsion or power. At that point you can probably sense a lot more.”
Paul stared at his friend in shock, “A long range mass detector?”
“I think we should be able to ‘see’ large structures on Earth Paul, possibly down to an aircraft in flight - that sort of thing, probably over very long ranges. I’d guess you should be able to ‘see’ the basic structures of all the solar planets from here. Might be able to track a satellite in orbit on the far side of the Earth from here.”
“Cooper!” Paul couldn’t go on.
His friend smiled, “I was almost a failure in life Paul, almost wasted it all, except for a couple of proud moments. With these three things I leave the human race with the tools to conquer the stars, and no man can ask for more.” Tears gleamed in the big blue eyes, he scrubbed them away, “but I’ve got to get the detector working properly, I’m pretty sure it’s working but I get all sorts of flaky results. I need you my friend, my collaborator in chief, to finish this work. When are you going to be able to stop this pointless shuttling back and forth and get down to some real work, worthy of your talent?”
Paul’s flaming rage at this arrogant jab vanished in laughter, Cooper was still Cooper, would always be Cooper till the end. Laughing Paul got up and hugged his protesting friend’s thin frame.
Looking down at the bed, “I’ll tell you what you old bastard, I’m here for almost twenty hours in every forty eight so I’ll try and spend half of it with you, and I’ll arrange to have some of my ‘down time’ at Luna Haven from this point on. Not all of them mind you. I should be able to spend a couple of days every couple of weeks up here.” He raised a hand against the protest that was already forming, “and for now that’s all of me you get, we need to keep the build rate up for a while. Once the MoonBeam’s up and we have all the cells necessary for the planned initial population up here, the flight schedule should brake pretty rapidly and with four or five crews I should be able to spend quite a bit of time here.”
Cooper grumbled but had to accept it in the end.
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Weaponized
Paul sat in the copilot’s seat as the MoonBeam settled back towards her landing pad. Micah was bringing her in for a smooth controlled landing after almost three hours of hover testing in the air over the center of the hollow. He’d done as well as anyone could as had Helena and Terrance. Paul had done his work quietly, recording results and running the systems that were left almost totally to the copilot. None of the three had spoken to him any more than was absolutely necessary, they were angry at his presence, seeing it as another slap in the face.
He wasn’t here because he wasn’t confident in their competence as a team, he was checking out some of the evolutionary changes that had been implemented in the ‘Beam,’ but that had held no water with the three military bigots and in the end Paul had given up trying.
The pads tapped the ground and they all checked systems and began to shut the third and most advanced moonship down. Paul glanced up at a row of covered panels above the main copilot controls. He was pretty sure he knew what was behind them but he was not going to ask. No more than he was going to ask about some items mounted to the heavy frame of the ship under the main cabins. He had worked for the DoD and was a good enough weaponeer to guess what they were, but he wasn’t part of the loop and he wasn’t going to invite getting slapped down by asking about them.
Paul turned to Micah and looked into the hostile dark brown eyes, “My guess, Micah, is that you will get pretty much full time usage of the ‘Beam from now on, and will be just about free of my meddling. I hope you enjoy it, you’ve earned it up to a point - and while I may disagree with some of the things I suspect you’ll be doing, they’re none of my business.”
Paul had gotten out of the copilots position as he spoke, he saw sneers forming on both the military men’s faces and slapped them down, “Just don’t expect me to come and pull your chestnuts out of the fire if you get in too deep doing something stupid and dangerous. I may be ordered to do it in the end but flying these ships is dangerous enough without taking them in harm’s way on purpose. Just remember, even with your armor you’re still thin skinned, and one hit in the wrong place could take half the Stacks out in a second. The others could cascade out a few seconds later and you can’t glide, auto gyro or eject, you’ll just make a big metal lined hole in the ground.”
Paul walked out of the ‘Beams bridge and rode the elevator down the strut to the cargo deck, trying to ignore the metal-sheathed mass of what he suspected was a small caliber automatic cannon mounted halfway down.
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Crosswise
It was bridge night, he’d been unable to attend Fred’s bridge club for quite a few weeks, this week he’d made a special effort. Paul was glad he’d made the effort, it had been a fun and relaxing evening but it had kept him up far past his bedtime, and he realized that his reserves of endurance were badly depleted by months of intense work.
As they broke up the goodbyes were warmly felt but quickly over, the wind was cold, it was late and several of them had longish drives ahead of them. Standing at the curb he shivered inside his jacket, fatigue making the breeze more biting, he decided he was far too tired to drive back to the Hollow. His car was parked outside Betsy’s where he’d had dinner, the motel was a little further along, he was sure he could get a room there, head back early in the morning.
Strolling along the short boardwalk he saw a car he recognized pull out from around back. He waved as the driver saw him, she stopped, the window slid down and Clarice Smitherson called out, “What are you doing, wandering the streets at this time of night, Mr. Richards?”
Paul laughed and crossed over, “Hello Mrs. Smitherson, Ted, its bridge night, Fred and the others kept me up late. I’m going to get some sleep at the motel.”
Ted snorted, “No you’re not, hop in, no point in paying for a night in that soulless concrete chicken coop, we’ve got a spare bedroom you can use.”
Paul opened his mouth to argue, Clarice stepped in first, “Don’t argue Paul, the room’s there and it’s no trouble, you can get up as early as you like and head out. Get in, you’re dead on your feet, I can see you swaying in the breeze.”
With a sigh and a smile Paul opened the back door and got in.
Waking in the morning was a slow process, his body protested as he moved for the first time in quite a few hours; it wasn’t used to lying still that long. The deep downy plushness of the Smitherson’s extra bed made it worse; it was comfortable and confining at one and the same time. He was confused at first, but that lasted only a few seconds before annoyance at his own weakness took over.
Then as he pushed back the covers and rolled out of bed Paul realized that perhaps sleep had been more important than the meetings he was missing. Almost everything of importance had been done or decided long ago now. Implementation and schedule ruled today, not ideas and planning, he was in many ways just one cog of many in the well-oiled machine, a cog that wouldn’t be missed for one morning.
A knock on the door made him glance around, the door was closed; he called out, “good morning.”
“Good morning Paul, would you like some breakfast?”
The words seemed to lighten his soul a little more, he smiled, “That sounds wonderful.”
“Good, the bathroom’s the one that serves the rest of the house but I’ve closed the door to the hall, the towels are fresh. Breakfast’s in twenty minutes.”
Smiling Paul called out to the receding footsteps, “Thanks, I’ll be there.”
Feeling much more human than he had in a long time Paul arrived in Clarice’s large country kitchen on time and in time to receive an approving nod from the local commander.
Ted smiled at him from the other side of the small round table set up in the bay window, “Well, you look a lot livelier this morning.”
“I feel it thank you. I guess I’ve let things get a bit on top of me recently, what with the ahh, extra work.” He had to clamp down on his tongue in mid sentence, he’d almost said, ‘what with the flights to the moon every other day.’ It was shocking to realize how easy it would be to say something really stupid right now.
“Yes, the ‘Ahh…extra work,’ can get one down! When I was running a line battalion I found that flying and administration could really chop you off at the knees during a real live operation. It’s during extended live ops that you find out how good an organizer you are, if the important stuff still got done without all the paperwork and oversight you done good, if it started going to crap, well, you did a crappy job.”
A sharp cough of reproach from the working part of the kitchen silenced Ted, who winked at Paul while waving him to a place setting at his left hand.
Breakfast was eggs and bacon with toast, butter and preserves. They talked about homely things, the weather, how the Techs soccer team was likely to do this year and the latest scandals in Washington. Since both Paul and Ted had met the Senator who was currently going down in flames for a mixture of sex and kickbacks this last topic lasted for quite a while, and elicited several stern looks from Clarice.
Towards the end of the meal Paul’s pocketbook hummed in his pocket and he excused himself to check it. Before taking a shower he’d sent a general message to his scheduler that he wasn’t going to be in the office until after noon. There was a message on the screen asking that he return to the Hollow as soon as possible and call Olarik. Paul’s chest tightened and his cheeks flushed. He was fairly certain that the reason for the call had nothing to do with operations, everything to do with his unscheduled night off base.
Paul caught Clarice’s thoughtful look as he glanced up, she stood up and quietly started clearing the table. Ted studied him from across the table, “A call to arms?”
“More like a call to heel,” Paul realized his voice was rough with anger.
“Sorry…I thought you needed the sleep, you were far gone last night, like I used to get after a month or so in the field, didn’t realize I was about out on my feet sometimes. It’s amazing I didn’t kill myself.”
Paul shook his head, “Nothing to apologize for Ted, you’re right, I was an accident waiting to happen, I’ve been burning the candle at both ends and in the middle for too long. I’ve got to find a way to get more rest on a regular basis. I feel wonderful this morning, rejuvenated like I haven’t felt in a long, long time. And I don’t really think this is about the meetings I’m missing, it’s about paranoia.”
“The Ahh, work thing I suppose?” Ted’s eyebrows rose.
Paul grinned, feeling his flash of rage fade, “Yeah that. Aristide security people must have noted I didn’t come home last night and passed it up the chain.”
Ted frowned down at his last piece of toast, moving it around with the end of his knife.
Glancing down at his pocketbook Paul thumbed in a quick reply and tapped send before slipping it away.
Ted was still frowning, but now at Paul, “What’s going on with Aristide Industries at the Hollow, Paul? You know the rumors are getting more outrageous all the time - and it’s a fact that people have suddenly moved away, vanished overnight, no one knows where to. VanDoone and his wife were killed in that wreck, and some people claim it was no accident. I know for a fact that the Canal project is behind schedule, work originally planned, requiring extra workers, has been slipped; material that should have been ordered has been delayed. The financials for the company look - well - odd! These off shore companies often do, but looking back over time things have changed; it used to be as solid and transparent as any big multi-national - but not anymore. There are all sorts of rumors about things it’s connected to off shore as well.”
Paul’s chest tightened even more and his ears burnt, he couldn’t look his friend in the face. Trying to find words to answer without breaking his promise of silence and the trust of the people dedicated to the Luna Haven dream he just sat there.
Ted sighed, “OK, you can’t say anything. I suppose I can understand.”
Paul shook his head, rising to leave, “Ted I wish I could tell you all that I know, which isn’t much, especially about AI as a company. All I can say is that, as far as I know, the VanDoone’s accident was just that. Trust me, that haunts me, I’d kicked the props out from under his ego the day before and I suspect he was still angry, maybe driving too fast when he hit that curve. I wonder if I could have done something, gone and talked to him about it.”
“Damn it Paul, I’m sorry.”
“What for Ted? You only asked questions that a good person and good citizen would. I just can’t answer them; one day soon I think it’ll all be clear...” Paul really wanted to sit down and tell Ted all that he knew, ask for help in deciding what to do. He knew that he was in deep water, maybe over his head. His dreams, loyalty, sense of history and honor were driving him forward, keeping him on track. But those same things told him that things weren’t right and that they might be heading for a train wreck.
“You don’t look happy about it anymore Paul, for a while I wondered if your feet ever touched the ground.”
Paul glanced at Ted, “Dreams never come true in quite the way you would like Ted.” He found he could not go on without saying too much; he half turned to Clarice, “Thanks for the bed and the breakfast Clarice, Ted. I really appreciate it, and I meant it about feeling like a new man.” He waved at the pocket that bulged slightly with his pocketbook, “Even including the dose of reality.”
As he stood to go Clarice came out of the kitchen and surprised Paul by giving him a hug, “Any time dear! Please, if you need a break, just drop by or give us a call, the bed’s almost always available.”
Paul gave her a gentle hug back and looked over at Ted who was nodding confirmation, “Thanks, thank you both.”
At the door Paul turned to shake Ted’s hand, the old eyes were serious but friendly, “Paul please do come back, you’re always welcome.”
“Thanks Ted, I’ll do my best to earn your trust.”
-o-
“Mr. Richards, so good of you to call.” The Kazakh’s voice was calmly businesslike; he was a good enough judge of character to know that Paul was unlikely to be happy.
“What can I do for you Colonel?”
“Ah…Well it has come to my attention that you spent the night with someone who rather worries me now that I’ve done a little digging. Your spending the night at the house of the chef at the local bistro would be odd but not particularly bothersome. Spending the night and morning with retired US Army Colonel Theodore Smitherson is.”
“I’m supposed to take the fact that you’re having me followed when I’m away from the Hollow in stride and tell you that I was so damned dead tired last night that it was unsafe for me to drive home. I was kindly offered a bed by friends who then let me sleep in because they were worried about my run down state.”
“Yes Mr. Richards you ARE supposed to take the surveillance in stride and reassure me that you are not violating the security of our endeavor.” The underlying hint of amusement in the voice grew a little stronger; now that he was sure that Paul would toe the line.
“I haven’t told him anything about our ‘endeavor,’ he did tell me that the rumor mill in town is getting out of hand though.” Paul debated saying more but uneasiness silenced him.
A sigh came down the line, “It was inevitable Mr. Richards. It’s amazing how many people are wandering around in the depths of the night, and the freighters are not invisible, just hard to see. No one has seen more than a shadow against the sky, but that’s enough, fortunately the UFO nut cases have blanketed out any credible sightings.”
“Colonel, I understand the need for secrecy from a corporate viewpoint, a cease and desist order would really make it hard for the corporation to keep supporting our efforts. I also understand your…other arrangement...but you can’t keep a secret forever, and using Gestapo tactics are likely to backfire, especially in America.”
A long silence, “I understand your concerns Mr. Richards, and I assure you that things will stay civilized. I just need your assurance that you will not compromise our security. In fact I would like to ask that you not leave the Hollow without telling the security detail where you are going and when you plan on getting back. I really hate having my mornings interrupted by calls from worried underlings.”
Paul sat back, not wanting to give up his freedom so easily, but he had already walked far into the devils den and no longer saw a way out, not one that let him live his dream or that was clearly safe. Olarik waited patiently and Paul finally gave way, “I will let them know my plans Colonel.”
“Thank you Mr. Richards, I appreciate your understanding of the situation. Good day.” The click of disconnection seemed very loud in his office. Paul sat staring at the wall for some time.
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Future Options
The Alexis settled on her jacks, there had hardly been a tremor as she touched down on the moon. Paul glanced over at Patsy who had happily flown as his copilot today. Raoul was the flight engineer, the old crew at it again. They rarely flew together these days; the three ‘civilian’ crews mixed and matched all the time. Now Patsy flew as command pilot most times she was ‘up’. Raoul had recently been spending a lot of time at the Hollow and elsewhere, working on the MoonBeam and other projects.
Paul’s work at the Hollow had been keeping him grounded on and off as well. He was responsible for packing up the Stack production facility into empty hab cells and freight containers for transportation to the moon. More and more equipment was coming up for installation later, there wasn’t quite a feel of panic yet, but Paul felt that it was going to happen, he just hoped that he, Conti, Cliff and a few others could stop it from getting out of hand.
Panning the exterior camera around Paul sighed. The MoonBeam was sitting nearby under a solar awning. There were three complete landing spots here now, each with solar awnings, ribbed metalized Mylar sheets on a tall hinged frame, designed to keep the solar heat load down while the ships rested on the surface, it also kept them warmer when the sun was down, reducing thermal fatigue problems.
The MoonBeam spent a lot of time on Luna these days, but not all of her time, and yet he had seen her at the Hollow only twice in the last month, which meant she was either spending a lot of time in space or somewhere else, probably on Earth. As he watched the awning over the MoonBeam fell back and the ship lifted out, in a few seconds she had vanished into the black, accelerating fast, in a hurry.
“Damned jar head show offs,” swore Patsy over Paul’s shoulder.
“Language young lady!” Paul said with smile, and then shook his head, “And anyway, none of them are US Marines as far as I know Patsy.” Paul sighed, “The Marines I’ve known have been arrogant but not reckless, and they appear to be both. I don’t understand it, they seemed all right when I was training them but now they seem out of control. I think the power - or something’s - gone to their heads. They came into the Hollow the other day at well over a hundred miles an hour, you could hear her coming down for at least a minute prior to touch down, and they must have hit the ground at five miles an hour, I thought they’d really mashed it at first. Cliff tells me they’ve done it more than once. I had Micah on the carpet about it but he essentially told me to go stuff myself, and Olarik wasn’t much better.”
Patsy snorted, “They’ll get themselves in trouble soon. No complaints mind you, but I don’t think the shock mounting on the Stacks is that good. I had a glitch on the ‘Dreams altimeter once and hit a bit hard, half the Stacks tripped off line and some of them wouldn’t recycle immediately. We put in a trouble note on it.”
“I read it, there’s a software fix for the problem you had but you’re right, we didn’t really design in enough shock mounting. I even told Micah that but he just sneered at me.”
“The MoonBeam has a lot better shock dampers on the landing jacks and on the Stack mounting trunnions. The ‘Dream didn’t get those changes. The new ship in the high bay has the same mods.” Raoul said quietly.
Paul frowned, there had been a lot of improvements in the later two ships, he’d seen to it that as many lessons learned as possible got implemented, but the problem with shock hadn’t been found until the MoonBeam had already flown, “I don’t remember that that design change coming through the approval cycle?”
It was hard to tell given his dark complexion, but Paul was pretty sure that Raoul blushed, he certainly looked down, “Some changes were made during the build that aren’t in the design database.”
“Yes, I had noticed that, but if the mods put in on the ‘Beam are replicated on the new ship without my knowing it, the design database that I and the design oversight committee review is not the one the ship’s being built to.” He could feel his ears beginning to burn.
Raoul shook his head, still looking down, “The classified build notes record the change, I guess that doesn’t get fed back into the formal documentation.”
Paul swore under his breath, “In that case the new ship is being built to an unreviewed configuration?”
Raoul glanced up, his expression defensive, “It’s reviewed, just by a different group. And it’s not been a problem, shouldn’t be, the Stacks are so reliable and powerful and the ships overall design so simple and over spec’d it’s not likely to ever be a problem. Paul we made them better, stronger.”
Paul sighed again, “Yeah probably, the design’s pretty much brute force, but having multiple sets of documentation is asking for maintenance problems.”
“Yeah, well since the people who built them are repairing them it’s not a problem. By the time we have enough ships for it to be a problem the changes will be standard. And I doubt it’ll ever be a problem with this old lady,” Raoul waved around them at the worn interior of the Alexis’ flight bridge. “She’ll have to be scrapped - or rebuilt before long anyway.”
The Alexis had now been in commission for over eight months and in flight almost every day of that time, sometimes carrying much heavier cargos than she’d originally been designed for. The flight time and over loading were both showing. Fatigue was eating at the structure and various systems were becoming progressively more unreliable. The Stacks fortunately were still solid as rocks, a sign that they’d probably over designed them. Unfortunately, the rest of the Alexis was rapidly getting to the point of needing a very major overhaul.
Paul knew that Raoul was trying to deflect his ire and defuse the situation. He let it go, Raoul wasn’t to blame and in the big picture it probably didn’t matter. With a shrug he turned away to finish shutting the Alexis down, carefully noting all the ‘squawks’ as he did so. Raoul would be working on them for a lot of the day with the local ship tech.
When the fourth, unnamed ship was operational in a few months, they’d pull the Alexis out of the rotation and almost completely rebuild her. There was some discussion of trying to do that at Luna Haven, as an experiment. By that time, if the Alexis never got back to flight status it wouldn’t be a major tragedy. Paul knew it was stupid to love an inanimate object like a ship but he loved the Alexis and the thought of her being scrapped was painful, though nowhere near as painful as the prospect of losing Cooper.
Thinking about Cooper Paul smiled. The moon had done wonders for the old man, he had regained years of energy and was often to be found working on his latest development late into the night. Janice Jones was constantly hounding him to bed and making sure he stayed there, sometimes, Paul suspected, by sleeping with the old coot.
Paul felt a little guilty that he had not been able to spend as much time with Cooper as he had promised when the old physicist had first been brought up. Things were hectic, and he found that he could rarely spend more than a day a week in Cooper’s lab, though he did try to make sure Cooper went to bed at a reasonable time on a regular basis. Sometimes that was difficult for both of them, Janice had chased them out of the lab more than once with a cross scolding. They were working on two things now, the sensor application that Cooper had told Paul about and also on how to increase power and thrust output. Paul was doing the latter largely to provide a cover so that they could work on the sensor application without interference.
Patsy clipped her helmet to the wall by the locker and was pulling her light moonsuit out, “You coming to the Mayoral Committee meeting this evening Paul? We need to discuss some of the staffing shortfalls” Patsy was spending more and more time working with Conti on the running of their growing little city.
Paul groaned, “Damn, I forgot about that! It’s even on my scheduler but I was going to blow it off so I could work with Cooper.”
Patsy looked over at him, “What are you and Cooper working on so hard these days?”
He hesitated, covering by fussing with a few last items as he thought, “Mainly trying to tease a bit more lift out of the current Stacks and figure out what it would take to get a significant improvement in the next generation, whenever we get to that.” He didn’t like not telling her all, but he no longer felt totally comfortable telling everything he knew all the time.
She wrinkled her nose, “I guess I’ll just keep flying, I liked the design work but I guess it never made me want to get up every day like this does.”
Paul grinned, “I know what you mean, even just shuttling back and forth to the moon feels like the greatest adventure on Earth, and I’d not give it up for the world now. But the other stuff’s fun as well.” He tried to make the grin wicked, “And I’m in a position to have it all, for once in my life.”
Raoul smiled faintly, “Just remember amigo, that things never stay the same.”
Paul grimaced at Raoul and looked at Patsy, “Is he always this much of a wet blanket?”
She grinned, “It’s that Latino angst thing, all that cha cha cha on top, underneath a boiling cauldron of dark impulses.”
Raoul whacked her on the butt in passing and she hooked a thumb at him, “See?”
Paul went to check the passengers, Wendy Tauton had been playing stewardess to eleven people on their way up to start their new lives in Luna Haven, he opened the hatch and found everyone bouncing around happily in the passenger compartment as Wendy tried to get them into their moon suits. There were three kids under ten in this group, one of the first installments. Paul had his doubts about this but their parents seemed to think it was a good idea, so who was he to complain?
“Hey Wendy, everything going OK?” He smiled at the slightly harried looking ex-flight attendant.
“Sure boss, just as soon as everyone gets off the ceiling it’ll be great. Sarah’s got the moon bus pulled up and she said she’d come up and help.” Her tone said she needed help. Paul grinned, “Raoul will be aboard for a while, I’m going ‘ashore’ as it were, see you later.”
He did the requisite hops and jumps once down on the surface and then set out in a gentle bounding trot towards Luna Haven, it was only a mile and a half. He glanced over at the seemingly endless rows of containers and hab cells and at the equipment moving around them. There were almost two hundred people here now and there would be over four hundred in another two months. They’d be crowded for a while, but that was not too bad and the installation of new housing modules and farm domes was going on at a furious rate.
Almost half the people from the Coots village were already here and most would be here soon. The Hollow and its environs was becoming noticeably less crowded, that made Paul think about Ted’s comment the month before, if it had been noted by the people in Primus Junction then, it had to be the primary topic of conversation now.
Paul pulled his mind back to the issue at hand, for all his worries about the dark side of what was going on they were building a dream here, a dream that real, good people were making come alive. With three sets of equipment crunching through the surface rock and placing modules they were installing modules at an average of two a day now, rapidly working the stock of modules down. They were also beginning to install more than just housing, on the social side a cinema was operating and some small shops. On the operational side they had built out the first industrial arm. The first manufacturing facility they had set up was for space suit fabrication and refurbishment. They had set up a small array of radio and optical telescopes in a crater a hundred miles away, along with four modules plus a connector as a ‘homestead’ to support it. The observatory was already pulling in information that was as good as, or better than, anything seen before, even by the latest space telescopes.
-o-
There was almost a bustle in the suiting facility above the main lock, it wasn’t crowded but there were six or seven other people there, two of whom Paul didn’t recognize at all. Not surprising given the quick growth rate.
As he stepped out of the lock facility, a little three wheel electric scooter zipped around him, they weren’t yet common but as Luna Haven expanded the Mayoral Committee was already discussing how to run some kind of separate roadbed connecting the major nodes to keep the traffic down.
There was also an ongoing discussion about how to create larger industrial spaces. The concrete tubes were too constraining. Tunnels, hard shell domes, bigger tubes had all been suggested, but the problem of keeping air in and radiation out of a bigger structure was not trivial. In Paul’s opinion the simplest and quickest solution was a variation of the garden domes, an inflated dome over a post and beam structure beefy enough to support a few feet of radiation absorbing gravel.
The connector behind the entry complex was full now. There was a juice bar in the corner set aside for shops and the like, a girl behind the counter called out as he walked past. “Hey Mr. Richards, want a local? We got some tomato juice from local produce!”
He did a double take realizing it was Rebecca Stone, she was just sixteen, and had come up with her family a month or so earlier, “Hey yourself Beck, sounds good, you got some pepper sauce?”
She nodded happily and poured him a glass and gave him the bottle of black sauce. “You bring up the Thompson’s today Mr. Richards? I used to baby sit little Al, guess I’ll be doing it again, though in school now.”
“You going to be the School Marm, Beck?” Asked Paul in surprise.
“Part time, as an assistant, while I’m working on my own stuff, I’m doing a self study thing with Conti; he says I’ve got a pretty organized mind for a teeny bopper.” She grinned happily. Then she turned to the girl woman behind the counter, a somewhat older black haired girl, pretty but with bad acne scars and what looked like a knife scar on her jaw, “Hey sorry Carla, Paul, this is Carla Mazat, Carla this is Paul Richards, our chief pilot and super science guy.”
“Hey easy on the super science, I’m an engineer and a pilot, Cooper’s the mad scientist.” Paul smiled at the dark eyed young woman, “Hello Carla, you come up from the village?”
Carla looked at Beck with a slightly panic stricken expression, shaking her head, “no, no, I came up with my Jose.”
Beck glanced at Paul, her face serious, “Carla’s from the Garrison, the section General Olarik oversees. Her husband’s one of the techs on that side. Amanda Thompson, the Sergeant Major’s wife is heading the organizing committee over there.”
Paul blinked, “Ah yes?”
“Conti wants to talk to you about it.” Beck grinned almost evilly at Paul.
He blinked and nodded, looked at Carla, “How are you finding Luna Haven, Carla?”
She glanced down then back up, “I do’n no yet, my head’s still spinning. The parks are kind of cute.” She said this almost wistfully.
“Parks?”
“The domes Mr. Richards.”
“You like the farms Carla?”
The garden domes had mirrors and diffusers that gave the ‘sky’ a bluish tint with a safely filtered image of the sun; the overall feel was quite pleasant. If you looked out you could see the rolling gray brown of the Luna surface, utterly lifeless and dangerous, but it was somehow less threatening through the faint haze of the dome and with an almost natural blue sky above.
There was a small area of grass in this dome, surrounded by ponds, streams and wetlands that were most of Luna Haven’s water filtration system as well as a place to generate oxygen, grow fish and a lot of berries and reeds. The ‘sun’ side of the dome was blocked by what looked like a cliff, though it was interrupted by a series of ledges and waterfalls. On the other side of the big shield were tiers of aquaculture and hydroponics tanks. This dome was only two months old but it was already beginning to look well established. The planners had said that food, water and good air wasn’t going to be a problem even with the relatively limited land space, Paul had had a hard time believing them but they were already producing enough food for the population, as long as you liked vegetables and fish. Chickens and turkeys were starting in a dome on the far side of the town and looked like they were settling in pretty well.
“Farms?”
“The domes are all three Carla. We’ve set it up so people can interact with it pretty harmlessly as long as there aren’t too many for too long.” He waved at the juice, “We’re already growing some of our own food and soon almost everything. Farming is all about solar power, water and nutrients. We have lots of solar power and we can control all the rest. Biggest thing is that it’s fairly labor intensive though very efficient, and not a lot of people are that interested in being high tech farmers, as yet.
“I was born on a farm in Mexico man, remember a little, then we moved to the barrio in LA, we thought we had it good at first but it’s not good on kids, not illegals especially.” Her face was sad, “I’d love to farm if I could.”
“Good, we need people who would love to farm, when can you start?” Paul replied.
She jerked, suddenly angry, “Hey man I don’t like having my leg pulled, I tell you something about me, and you make fun of me!”
Paul held up his hand, “Carla, I wasn’t making fun of you. You said you would love to farm, we need farmers. Everyone has to work here at something, usually several something’s, farming’s a full time job, it’ll probably lead to you learning the life support systems and so on.”
Carla’s face went blank, “You mean it! You can say I can be a farmer - and make it stick,” She waved her arms, “Where’s the boss manager? I did my stints in the fields; there was always a field boss, he going to take on a Bad Girl Gangster and ex-hooker as a farmer?”
Paul blinked, but shrugged, “No field bosses here Carla. We need farmers not pickers! And no I can’t just make it so, but I know we need people with your interests.”
He looked at Beck who was nodding furiously, “Carla if you would like to work in the gardens you’d be a godsend, I think they’re trying to get one person per dome and really having a hard time.”
Carla was looking almost lost, “I guess Jose didn’t lie, I thought he was just making it up when he said we’d get to start over.”
Beck nodded again, “Oh yes, that’s what we are all doing.”
Paul left them chattering and went looking for Conti.
-o-
Conti was in one of the garden modules, laying on grassy knoll looking at the sky. Paul sat down next to him, “So now the other foot is dropping?”
The older man grimaced, “Yeah. I knew the MoonBeam’s been bringing in people over the last two weeks, wasn’t sure how many in total. I asked Arkan how many and he told me to mind my own business.” There was anger in that, then a faint laugh, “But the consumables draw down says that the numbers are fluctuating, as if they have people coming and going in fairly large contingents. From what Mrs. Thomson has said and the draw I’d guess an average of about forty. And twenty five are family, including a few kids. There have been a few soldier boys and a few gals out wandering, but they have their own set of locks so they don’t come this way much. They had a lot of special equipment stashed too; some of it looks pretty exotic.”
“Damn it Conti I don’t like it at all.”
Conti was silent.
“It’s been there all along Conti, and you have to have known. You’ve worked for Aristide for years; you have to know he runs mercenaries and weapons. And you knew that Aristide and Conrad have had this little space marine thing planned on from before I first saw the Plateau!”
“Damn it Paul….Yes OK I knew it….and more…but I thought I understood what was going on. That Mr. Aristide was in control. But I don’t know any longer.”
Paul grunted, “I sure as hell don’t know.”
Conti rolled to a sitting position, “I’ve built things for Aristide Industries for decades Paul. A couple of times I’ve built military bases, ostensibly for the local government or for an oil field guard force. But they were often used by the Crimson Staff.” He saw Paul’s puzzled frown, “The Staff’s kind of a semi secret conglomerate of military contractors; as you say, mercenaries, gun runners, who knows what else? They all but run some little rat hole countries. Aristide used to hire them as well as do work for them. I think Conrad is actually a senior officer in the Staff. And I don’t know if he really works for Aristide any longer.”
He kicked at the turf, “I think it started when Aristide and other’s started thinking about setting up their own government Paul. Think about it, the Paaly Stack gives us a big advantage, if we can keep a monopoly on it. Luna Haven could become the new Athens, Venice, Amsterdam, London, we could control trade in space for quite a while. Even if it becomes public we are in a very good location to dominate the early rush into space.”
Paul nodded, “But we could do that peacefully, there are thousands of good lawyers who’d help us fight the legal battles, I know a lot of lawyers and many of them are idealists of the worst sort under the skin, give them the stars like we have and they’d fight for us to the last drop of ink in their veins.”
Conti grunted, “Yeah, so, we’re on the far side of the moon, why do we need such a large defense force? And so heavily armed? You haven’t seen some of the things they’ve been unpacking. They’ve been digging emplacements for what I think are Stack powered directed energy weapons and missile batteries.”
He stopped looked at Paul almost as if ashamed, “They have Stack driven space fighters as well. Old F-104 Starfighters if you can believe it, converted into real space fighters.”
“Conti!” Paul’s voice had a rising note of grievance, then he shut up and he lay back to look up into space, the sparks of stars gleaming through the dome, “They damn well intend to declare independence and what else?”
Conti shrugged grimly. Paul swore, Conti laughed harshly in agreement. The two of them lay on the grass looking out into the gray brown wasteland they had decided to make a home.
Conti spoke at last, “So what now Paul?”
“So we go on Conti, what options do we have? We’re only guessing and how do we go back now, our lives are not the only ones on the line if we try and turn back, and how could we?”
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Desert Rat
Charles Martin Murdoch, known to those few people he talked to these days as Chuck, Old Chuck or that old desert rat didn’t like not understanding what was going on anywhere in the area of the world he had mentally designated as home. So he was clambering down the rock face towards a watch point with his rucksack full of gear.
CM, as he had been known in his younger years, had been, was, an accountant. He’d also been a rock climber, a rock collector and outdoorsman. When the accounting firm he’d dedicated his career to had imploded in scandal leaving him with no job and no realistic chance for a future career, he had reinvented himself as a sort of new age hermit. He lived quite comfortably on the lonely old ranch he had bought many years before as an investment.
He hadn’t liked it when the powers that be had decided to play God in the Primus Range. He had in fact spent a fair amount of time and money trying to discredit the plan, though always by proxy, never letting his own name or situation be known. But the project had been proposed many years before he had settled here, and like many projects of its kind, the Primus Range Canal project had developed a life of its own.
Chuck had never given up easily, but these days he no longer objected to the project. He didn’t want Primus Junction to die and die it would unless the project was a success so now he was a sort of corporeal conscience for the canal project and something was very wrong with it.
The main channel and the distribution network in New Valley seemed fine but secondary projects like the hydropower station at the head of the Canal, the main pumping station for New Town, and the big artificial wetlands and lake that were to be part of the New Town’s attraction, were at best far behind schedule, at worst total shams.
The camera in his rucksack held pictures of the interior of what was called the generator hall at the Lake of the Sky. But there was almost literally nothing in the hall at all. The structure was little more than a shell and would require immense and expensive modification to take any real equipment. He had similar pictures from the site at New Town.
Chuck had been doing a lot of research on AI, his suspicion was that the company was very nearly bankrupt and almost unbelievably, all those billions seemed somehow to touch Aristide Industries advanced development group, and the Hollow. He wanted to know what was happening at Ship Plateau, whatever was going on at the Hollow was tied to the Canal, but how was beyond him.
At last he got to the hidden ledge he had been heading for and slipped off his rucksack. He got out his camera, with its excellent low light optics and its tripod. He fiddled with its set up for a while, finally settling on a view that caught most of Ship Plateau and some of the sky above it. In the intensified image the natural hollow that creased most of the top of the Plateau cast an evil blue glow skyward. He could even see shadows moving in that glow, though nothing that he could understand.
With a grunt he remembered the other item he had brought. A bundle of sticks connected by cloth. A couple of pulls and twists and it expanded into a tripod mounted directional microphone, a big dark sound reflector with a microphone at its focal point. Chuck used some rocks to hold down the lightweight structure’s feet and connected the cable to the microphone jack on the camera.
He settled down to wait with thermoses of coffee and stew, his old HP tablet set up as a monitor so he could lean back against the rock and watch what was going on. He fiddled with the audio for a while, in the end he could hear machine noises and other things but distorted beyond any understanding.
It was almost two o’clock and he was dozing when a new sound jerked him awake. A diesel sound, then an odd ringing note with a basso undertone, alien, eerie, and lonely, as the other noises from the Hollow had ceased. The lights in the hollow had gone out, the image on the tablet showed detail that he could not see by himself but there was no longer that extra glow emanating from the hollow.
The diesel sound stopped and the other sound grew louder and something rose out of the hollow. At first it was quite slow but it accelerated up and out of view. Chuck lurched, knocking the microphone over and the monitor program cut off its squawk of protest. Chuck picked up the camera assembly and swung it up. He was lucky, somehow his instincts brought the target into view almost as if by magic, and then he lost it; found the blot, lost it again, found it. He stood with the camera in his hands panning it up as the blot rose and diminished. The zoom function worked but his hands were shaking and the target was small and indistinct, the shape flicked back and forth across the screen a few more times and then he lost it for good.
He put the camera down and went back to the table to replay the scene. As he did he heard the sound again; he spun, picked up the camera and caught the shape, or another one, falling out of sky. Darker than the sky, darker than the ground, the geometric blot fell unhurriedly out of the sky. Even without the microphone he could hear it faintly on the breeze. Then it was gone.
Chuck let the camera down and looked up; the Hollows light came back on. And he could hear faint, but ordinary noises again.
What had he seen? The stories about UFO’s came back to him and they were no longer incredible. But they did not explain the rest of his observations. The only question he had about that was - were they loading or unloading? His suspicion was loading, but loading what, and for where?
He stood there for a long time. A sound from nearby surprised him. In the darkness of deepest night he could just make out bulky shapes moving towards him. Human shapes with misshapen heads.
“Mr. Malcolm, you really should have minded your own business.” The voice in the dark was clinical.
Chuck backed away from the advancing shapes, “Who are you…No…No…I know who you are, why you’re here. This is public land and I’m perfectly within my rights to be here. I’m even within my rights to take pictures of whatever I damn well want to.”
“Mr. Malcolm, please don’t make this difficult, your little hidey hole was a lot harder to find than we anticipated, it’s late and I’m tired. Please just come along quietly.”
Chuck backed away, shaking his head, his chest tight, his hands shaking, the black shapes followed, “No.”
“Watch out Mr. Malcolm!” The calm voice from the lead shape was suddenly tense, “You’re getting close to the edge!”
Chuck wasn’t listening; he was tired, confused, frightened, he took another step back. The lead shape lunged forward, hands outstretched, Chuck jerked back ‘stupid move CM’ a tiny part of his mind dispassionately opined as he lurched back into space.
The dark figure’s hand was out, grasping, wanting to help, Chuck’s wind milling arms almost made contact. But only almost. One of the dark figures companions yelled, in a woman’s voice, “Tom, don’t, you’ll go over with the old fool.”
Pitching out and away Chuck cried out as he was swallowed by the darkness.
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End of Stage
Paul stepped onto the landing and smiled tiredly, “Hello Betsy, how’s business?”
Her smile wasn’t as warm as it once had been, “Good enough Mr. Richards. I think we’re winding down for tonight.”
“Yeah, I got a late start.”
Betsy nodded, and led him into the dining room. There were only four or five diners here now. It seemed part of a trend; it appeared as if business was down all over town.
Paul ordered a mixed grill with a salad and potato and settled back to drink the glass of wine he had ordered, wondering if Ted would make an appearance tonight. They had only spoken once since his overnight stay.
“Did you know an old man by the name of Charles Martin Murdoch, Paul?” Ted turned the rail back chair on the other side of the table around and sat down with his arms across the back. The old eyes were hooded, the expression dour.
Paul set his glass down, “No more than I read in the gazette Ted, never met the man. Seems like he was a bit of an unknown to everyone from the tone of the article about his death.”
“He was a friend of mine and I didn’t even know his full name, or that he owned a nice little spread nearby,” Ted shook his head, “goes to show how little we know of our fellow man.”
“We hardly know ourselves,” Paul replied a bit sourly. He didn’t like the direction of the questions, he’d noted where the old man had been camping when he had apparently tripped and fallen over the edge of a cliff. It had been near the Hollow, no mention had been made of surveillance equipment but it would have been a wonderful place to set up a camera.
“You know where he died, you saw the article, I assume you read the last paragraph?”
“You mean the one about mysterious goings on at Ship Plateau? Yes I did.”
“Betsy’s husband Mike is the Sheriff, Paul, and a good tracker. He’s had a couple of his friends up at the ledge. He says that there are signs that there were other people on the ledge with him and that he had more than his camping gear with him. But the signs were fairly expertly erased and the equipment is gone.”
Paul thought about his answer, Ted was very obviously in no mood for verbal sparring. “Ted, I don’t know what to say.” He hesitated, all he could do was end weakly, “I don’t believe that anyone from the Hollow would have killed him on purpose.”
“Paul, he was beaten up by a couple of Aristide guards a couple of months ago. He’s been chasing down rumors and inklings about the Canal project. I think he’d found some pretty damning evidence, though of what he didn’t seem sure. And it’s pretty certain that whatever it is you’re testing over at the Hollow is some kind of flying contraption, it’s been flying for getting on a year now and I don’t think it’s directly linked to the Canal project at all. I’m beginning to suspect that the only reason you’re here at all is because the Canal provided a good cover and Primus Junction is so far out in the back of the beyond that you could control things pretty well.”
Paul let Ted’s words run down, “Ted, I’m not Aristide Industries, I don’t even formally work for them, I’m still a contractor. I don’t know what Old Chuck found out about the Canal program, or really if there is anything to find out. I am sorry he had a run in with the guards, I’ve met a few of them myself and they can be intimidating as hell in the early morning. As far as I know he was clambering around on a cliff in the middle of the night and fell off, I’m sorry but it happens.”
He saw Ted’s face stiffening with anger, realized he was getting angry himself, his own fears fueling a too quick and strong defense of activities he had no knowledge of. Paul took a deep breath as Ted made to leave, pleaded quietly, “Ted, please believe me. I don’t think that your friend’s death had anything to do with what I’m doing, and I pray that’s true. Whatever turns out to be the truth, I had nothing to do with it. And even in the worst possible scenario…there was no need for anything bad to happen at all. We are not doing anything wrong...” That last was weak, technically they were in violation of a lot of regulations and laws, most of them minor, a few international in scope but indeterminate in meaning.
Ted stood, though more slowly than he had started, “OK Paul, I think I know you well enough to trust you. But things are getting out of hand, rumors and or reality, people are getting angry, they are also beginning to ask some very hard questions about Aristide Industries, the Canal Project and the Hollow.”
Paul shrugged, “I know, it’s not surprising, hopefully in another couple of months it’ll all be over.”
“I don’t think Aristide Industries has a couple of months, rumor has it that a big audit team is on the way here. Not sure what triggered it but a friend of mine in Salt Lake tells me that the state and federal governments have decided to send in the accountants.”
Paul shrugged, “Auditors rarely act quickly Ted, it’ll be months before anything works its way out.”
“Months of rumors, innuendo and growing suspicion.” Ted sighed.
“Aimless wandering and inaction as well,” agreed Paul, shaking his head.
Ted chuckled, “The government’s as changeless as the moon, Paul.”
With a flick of astonishment Paul looked up to meet Ted’s intent gaze. He hesitated, but a little demon in the back of his mind had its way, “More changeless these days.”
Ted’s left eyebrow flew up; his eyes got a little rounder. Paul looked away, “How long till dinner Ted? I’m getting hungry and mother always gets worried when I’m out late.”
After a moment Ted chuckled dryly, “It’ll be out in a couple of minutes Paul. I’d hate to see a young man go hungry.”
“Yeah well, I’d hate to feel me go hungry, the heck with whatever young man you’re talking about.” Paul smiled up at his friend, who nodded and turned away.
-o-
Paul stared towards the horizon, or an image of it at least, displayed on the huge high definition flat panel behind Howard Conrad’s desk. The sun was down and the only thing defining the horizon was the mist of stars, a mist that simply ended in a rolling line of utter black. Somehow the image was very appropriate, the utter black of the barren ground eating the faint beauty of the sky as it wheeled above.
He was sitting in a very nice leather chair that was oddly less comfortable than the skeletal frames called ‘moon stools’ that were rapidly gaining favor as the preferred seating here. The chair was one of several in an office that he had never realized existed, a startlingly plush office in a specialized prefab unit that must be near the end of the Garrison’s network of buried modules.
Paul had almost begun to think that Conrad and Olarik would ignore his visit with Ted; he had never even really considered the chance that they did not know. He was by turns too busy or too tired to spend a lot of time brooding about the confused state of mind that had driven him to drive into Primus Junction after reading the article about Old Chuck. He still couldn’t decide what he thought, why he had defended AI against Ted’s dark suspicions, then turned around and almost told Ted that the most incredible rumor that had started floating around in Primus Junction in recent weeks was true.
The man on the other side of the desk and his message told Paul what the consequences of his actions were to be. Those consequences were both confusing and revealing, “So I am no longer the Chief Pilot??”
“No, Mr. Aristide and I believe that you’re too valuable to spend all your time on the operational side any longer. Don’t get me wrong Mr. Richards, your performance has been excellent, but we have other good pilots now. And we have no one else who understands the Stacks as well as you, or what Dr. Paaly is doing, and while he improved in many ways after coming to the moon and has far outlived his predicted span, he is now sinking again. I need you to capture everything you can from him before he passes beyond our ken, as it were.”
Paul realized that by not mentioning the breach in security Conrad was damning him to uncertainty. He couldn’t help smiling, Conrad frowned, “You find something about this amusing or pleasing, Mr. Richards?”
“Not really Mr. Conrad, all this still seems odd. So you said that you want me to stay here unless I’m needed for a flight if someone’s sick, or we have a special cargo of some kind?”
“Yes, I have someone clearing your personal items out of the bungalow at the plateau; they will be shipped up on the next run, so you needn’t worry about that. As you know, we have set up a covert laser link to Earth so you can send and receive e-mails with your parents. For the moment the light speed delay between the moon and earth is going to prevent your calling them so you’ll need to tell them you’re out of the country on some kind of special assignment.”
Paul almost protested further but he knew he was in no position to do anything about any of this. And he still didn’t want to end his fantasy, yet. That realization opened a yawning pit in his stomach, realizing that he’d been lying to himself and others for a long time to protect his fantasy. But discipline came to his rescue, he clamped down on the fear and the self-condemnation that followed that surge of understanding.
Howard Conrad’s eyes sharpened as Paul’s silence stretched, at last he nodded, “I see we understand each other Mr. Richards?”
Paul nodded, “Indeed we do Mr. Conrad. I’ll talk to Conti about a permanent housing allocation for me.” He stood.
“Thank you and good day Mr. Richards.” Conrad leaned back in his chair.
Walking past the blank, mirrored side of the guard shack at the Garrison’s entrance made Paul want to shiver, he could almost feel the cold eyes following him. The ‘Security Detachment’ had a lot of what Conti called hard cases. A lot of the security folks from the Plateau were up now and Paul found that here they were different people. The ones he had never met were even worse; he was fairly sure, as was Conti, that every one of them was an experienced Mercenary, which meant that they had killed, probably many times. You could almost see it in their eyes; see that they cared little if you lived or died.
“What the hell do you mean you’re no longer the Chief Pilot?” yelled Conti a quarter of an hour later.
“I told you I went and talked to my friend in the Junction about the death of that old man. Conrad claims he wants me up here working with Cooper for however long he has left, but I think it’s that breach that triggered this.” Paul shrugged fatalistically.
“Paul!” Conti sighed, “I told you that you were going to get in trouble if you didn’t keep a rein on your temper.”
“Wasn’t anger Conti, not in the end, it was fear, fear of my own suspicions.”
Conti shook his head, they stared at each other in worry, nearly fear now. Conti closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath, “You know Cooper’s started slipping fast again, we all thought that he might even beat it here he was so good, but it’s too strong for him and it’s dragging him down. Luna Haven gave him a lot of good months he wouldn’t have had, but the disease never gave up. He could just ignore it better here.”
Paul’s shoulders sagged, “I know, I thought it was going so well, but in the last six weeks he’s slipped so far, so fast! I almost cried when I saw him yesterday.”
Conti nodded but knew that there was nothing he could say on that subject, so he changed subjects, “How’s the work on the Stack going?”
“Good, very good, I think the next gen Stacks are going to be a lot more efficient and we have figured out how to make them smaller. It’s going to be hard to make larger ones until we come up with a better substrate than silicon or someone starts making even larger silicon boules but that’s pretty minor. Bigger ships are not what we need anyway, not right now. Looking at some other things as well that are pretty interesting.”
Conti nodded, “If you’re going to become a loony are you interested in becoming a part time teacher? Some of the kids need a broadening teacher and think you can give them some financial, business and operations insight. I give ‘em what I can but I’m just not a good communicator with kids.”
Paul grinned, “Sure Conti, sounds like an interesting gig,” anything to pull him away from his dying friend once in a while.
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A Meeting (Friday Oct 1st)
The sleek titanium and composite dart of a business jet smoothly fell behind the shock wave it had been riding for the last three hours. The world was blue on blue all around except for a few white and green splotches far below and the green loom of the jet’s destination on the horizon. Wordless communication between the aircraft’s autopilot and the local air traffic control, mediated by a low flying satellite, ensured a peaceful reception from the local military’s famously trigger-happy air defense battalion.
“Mr. Aristide, gentlemen, we will be landing at Mindow city in twenty minutes, please get ready, I will be turning on the seatbelt warning in ten minutes.” The pilot’s voice was phlegmatic.
Ben glanced over at Richard Aristide. The big old man was safely belted in and peacefully asleep in the big leather recliner. Howard Conrad got out of his seat opposite the CEO and moved around to a seat with a direct view out of one of the few small windows. Ben was happy enough with the display panel on the front wall that showed an image of the outside along with a moving map display of their location, currently zoomed in to show the coast of the big island and the position of the airport’s runways in relation to the city it served.
They were ten hours out of New York; the trip had been physically smooth and comfortable, as were most trips in the supersonic GT. But the psychic trip had been rough on all of them. Things were falling apart fast for Aristide Industries, falling apart faster than Ben had anticipated. The drain on the coffers had been worse than he had expected, money was flowing out in ways that Aristide and Conrad would not explain, and the plans for obfuscating the effects of the drain had either not been implemented well or had failed to impress the intended audiences. Several suppliers had stopped deliveries pending back payment. They had lost two big construction competitions in the Middle East recently. The local government in Africa was investigating a big oil production contract. Now the US Federal and State governments were investigating the Primus Canal project’s finances.
Ben’s current projection was that they had only another month or so left. Their bankers in London and New York had called him on the carpet a couple of times already and he had a big meeting scheduled in Tokyo in a week’s time. Over the past several months he’d told Aristide several times what was happening, that Conrad’s now flagrant robbery was going to bring them down but Richard had simply fobbed Ben off.
During the first part of the trip Ben had gone through the numbers again with both of them. He had ended up with a slide that emphasized the money draining into the Luna Haven program and a couple of other ‘special projects.’ The striking thing was that the other project’s outflows had come to dwarf those of the Luna Haven project.
Aristide had looked at the numbers and at Conrad, “Howard, how did you let this become so obvious?”
Howard had shrugged, “It appears that my financial people are not as good as Ben.”
Richard had settled back, looking contemplative, “Is any of this obvious to the Board or our bankers Ben?”
“We’ve hidden it but they are hearing rumors, if they begin to dig it will be impossible to hide and then all we’ll be able to do is stonewall, for maybe a few weeks, a month at most. But Richard, you knew about this, this robbery?”
A frown had passed over the dark brows, “Not robbery Ben, redirection rather, in the end most of these people will be paid back, with interest. It’s all in a good cause.”
Howard, standing behind Aristide, had a glint of amusement in his eyes, but had stood silent. He had remained silent as Ben tried to convince Richard once more that if they stopped now, and put all their energy into mending things they might be able to save AI. But Aristide had been as unmoved as Conrad; in his own mind he had already sacrificed the child of his youth in the name of his dream of undying fame among the stars.
Ben knew he’d gone far beyond a safe line with his arguments and cajolery. Conrad’s face had grown cold at Ben’s flaying appraisal of his performance and plans, though Ben had never quite been able to make himself accuse Conrad of having plans of his own in front of Richard. Aristide had not relented and Ben had been left with nothing. Nothing except the realization that he was going to be left to face the venom of the cuckolded investors and customers that Conrad and Aristide would leave in their wake.
Looking at the image on the display, Ben watched as the green mass of the island resolved into a tapestry of forests and farms. Ahead a big bay opened up, surrounded by a city with a few high rises and a sprawling muddle of shantytowns. At the tip of the bay the airport, with its single large runway appeared and then lined up with their course. As the GT slowed and descended Ben felt like he was being dragged down into the abyss that lay hidden under the sparking blue of the bay below.
-o-
The vast cavern of a hallway echoed with their steps, the hard mosaic stone of the floor kicking up sound to be amplified by the polished stone walls and ceiling. Light suffused the space from big windows inset in the sides of the tall arched ceiling.
Richard was in the lead with Conrad following and Ben in trail. Their guide was a slim local woman in a beautiful silk wrap. The hallway had big doors leading off the side but all of them had been closed. Ahead was a massive double leaved door, one leaf of which was standing open.
The woman stopped at the door and turned to them, her hand invited them to pass her into the room. Ben glanced at her face as he passed, the lips smiled but the face was untouched by warmth. Her eyes caught Ben’s for a moment then flicked away. He wondered what thoughts circulated behind those dark eyes as he stepped into the room.
He almost stumbled; the floor was no longer stone, now it was carpet. The room was huge but somehow claustrophobic, apparently windowless with massive pillars holding up a vaulted ceiling that seemed low for all its twenty-foot peaks, furniture filled the space except immediately around the door. Heavy tapestry hung from the walls, from the vaults and mounded on the floor between and under the furniture. The final touch of barbaric splendor was the vast blazing fireplace against the far wall, a fireplace in which huge logs blazed. To the side of the fireplace, half turned to it, half to the door a massive chair resided, in front of it, his hands clasped behind him, head slightly bowed, stood Joseph Mindow, Admiral General M.
“I like what you’ve done with your palace, your Excellency.” Howard had moved up next to Richard, his voice was laconic.
The small figure near the fire turned with a smile, “Indeed Mr. North, I am so glad. I thought you’d especially like this room; it’s decorated in a style I think of as Arabian gothic.”
Richard chuckled, “Quite right your Excellency, it’s nice to see your sense of humor is unaffected by the worries of state.”
A lift of the eyebrows, “Sense of humor Richard? No, no this is a flight of fancy not of humor.”
Aristide, who for all his exotic dreams was personally abstentious, smiled woodenly but didn’t say any more. Conrad walked up to the edge of the slightly raised area around the fire and held up his hand, “Amazing, it looks real enough, but I can feel no heat at all?”
A chuckle, “It’s a wonderful illusion, is it not?” A wave of the hand and the fire was gone, along with the carved mantelpiece, replaced by what looked like a satellite mosaic of the Pacific, centered on Palalo Sadong. Ben stood back next to one of the columns and shivered, the fire had at least given this air-conditioned mausoleum the illusion of warmth.
Richard nodded, “A wonderful system, how old is the photograph?
“The latest stripe was laid down a few hours ago, an over flight by a commercial multi-spectral sensor.” A wave of the hand and the map shifted, the slightly larger island to the west of Palalo Sadong was centered now. The image zoomed in on a big harbor; a row of ship shapes came into sharp focus. “Our erstwhile rulers on Sunatra Island are entertaining visitors from Europe, Australia and the US. My spies tell me that they are discussing my overthrow and indictment for crimes against humanity. Not that one needs spies to find that out.”
“The Chinese sent a delegation to Sunatra Day this year, your Excellency.” Richard’s voice was heavy.
“Our sponsors find me a little headstrong Richard; they have wanted me to slow down on my redistribution program since it is upsetting a lot of western intellectuals and beginning to focus unwanted attention on this part of the world.”
“And since there is likely to be a famine in the cities and towns this year that could be very inconvenient, even for you Admiral General.” Howard’s voice was chiding.
The small man smiled and shrugged, “I’ve already had people start looking for alternative sources of food. And farm production is beginning to turn around again, the grains and legumes are going to take a while but we should get through the hard times. I have some contingency plans as well.”
“Piracy your Excellency?” Howard’s voice was sarcastic. Ben wanted to cringe; he couldn’t believe the Englishman’s cavalier attitude towards a man with such a hideous reputation.
A snort, “An Englishman protests against a little high seas robbery?”
“This ain’t the sixteenth century Admiral General.”
“It won’t come to that and you know it Howard, the world is awash with grain and cheese because of European and American subsidies, I am already buying and importing in significant quantities through middlemen.”
Ben noted Howard’s faint nod, he’d already known.
Richard had listened calmly to this repartee, shook his head, “Admiral General you requested this meeting for rather vague reasons, can you be more specific now. I must be on my way by this evening if at all possible.”
“Always the businessman Richard, it is so wearying to watch you bustle sometimes.” The little man on the dais sighed. Then he beckoned them forward, waving towards chairs arrayed facing his mini throne and gods eye display, “Have a seat gentlemen, don’t be afraid Ben, we’re all compatriots here.” He turned and strolled back over to his chair. The calm, even friendly words to him made Ben’s stomach flip-flop even more.
“It does in fact revolve around our Chinese friends, having gotten what they wanted out of me for now they are being much more hardnosed about funding. With the political campaign to secure the island and the noisy protests of the westerners our industrial exports have all but dried up, and as you already noted our agricultural output is down to subsistence levels. I am afraid that I am going to have to ask that we renegotiate the resource contracts we have for the gold and the oil Aristide Industries is extracting from my land.”
There was a deathly silence. The Admiral General studied his fingernails, “And that property that you built your little town on, I feel that I am going to have to request a lease and lease payments.”
Richard spoke quietly, “Your Excellency we had an agreement, you know very well that we have done far more for you than your Chinese, ah, sponsor, ever paid for, and the new town will bring you a lot of profit in the long run, but it is impossible for us to pay any significant lease on it right now.”
No change in the small man’s expression, or the direction of his eyes, “An agreement. Yes, we had such a thing, but you know, one of the advantages of being a sovereign state is your ability to ‘renegotiate’ agreements if you feel it is necessary, even abrogate them.”
Conrad sighed, “Admiral General, with due respect you cannot do that to us. We have been a supporter for a long time. The gold and oil from Palalo Sadong currently supports AI, if you take that flow of hard currency away you will destroy the, ah, goose that laid the golden egg, as it were.”
The map rippled and suddenly a little harbor was centered in the image, a big artificial breakwater provided a comfortable anchorage, an airfield with hangars and a terminal was on one side of the bay, a row of low slung buildings filled the ground near the waterfront and roads radiated out to small buildings in the ground that rose up around the bay, it looked pretty, pristine, unused.
“Again, one of the wonderful things about being a sovereign is I can, if I want, do almost anything.” There was a silence and then he continued. “Have you ever considered the advantages of being a sovereign nation Richard? Conrad? It really is quite fun. You can tell the rest of the world to go do themselves and make it stick as long as you have the balls to back it up.”
“Ah.” Richard seemed at a loss at this shocking turn of events. The Admiral General lifted his eyes and his hand, “No Richard, why don’t you hear me out, I’ve had this soliloquy on my mind for some time you know and I’d like to get it said and done with.”
Richard settled back.
The image of the village shifted and rolled, suddenly they were looking down on the bay as if from an aircraft, “Three large warehouses, four big general purpose industrial buildings, a micro refinery and a brewery, a water treatment plant, all heavily protected. Apartment buildings and small chalets for the managers, all designed to withstand typhoons and at least light bombardment. A ring of larger chalets in the highlands, heavily reinforced. An airfield wide enough to make closing it difficult, with fuel bunkers buried and dispersed to make them hard to damage, reveted aircraft shelters and reinforced air traffic control complex, a fortress Richard, a fortress on my soil.”
He waved for silence as Richard moved restlessly, “But, but most interesting of all, these.” The image rolled again, zooming in on the airport, then a little beyond, the first row of protected hangars. The image froze showing two tall, hollow, truncated pyramids, hidden from the sea by a ridge and partially shielded from everywhere else by trees. Two sides of the structures didn’t quite meet, providing a wide entrance, “these revetments, big, deep, openings only big enough for trucks? They look like missile stands, perhaps for large, long range, anti-aircraft missiles, but they are too big, too deep, and why the sun shades?” A second image appeared with tenting covering the pyramid’s upper openings.
“You know that I’ve been keeping an eye on you and your company for some time Richard. I know you’re in trouble. I’ve also followed you, searched for what it was that made you tick; I know that you have no love for me or my methods, or for our mutual sponsors. A decade ago you nearly pulled your company out of Sunatra when the old regime cracked down on the local Hindi and Chinese minorities for their resistance to the home rule laws.”
Richard shifted uncomfortably again, the Admiral General nodded, “Yes, I know about that, I also know what makes you tick. Space makes you tick, the stars in general and specifically Luna, our moon. My spies tell me interesting rumors coming out of Utah these days. And then my people, on several consecutive nights, see, or at least hear something, several something’s, coming out of the sky and then ascending back into the sky, something that’s no aircraft, no rocket, no balloon. I think about this deeply and I connect it to those rumors and the money I know you have sunk into apparently crazy projects….And I remember that every moon probe in the last couple of years has failed for one reason or another…Then I come up with a sum that is much, much greater than the parts.” An image of the moon appeared.
Silence, “I have other sources you know, one of which let me have this.” An overhead image of Luna Haven, several months old, appeared. Conrad swore under his breath at that evidence of treachery.
Other than that sibilant oath silence stretched, the Admiral General didn’t seem bothered, “Have you considered what advantages you would have if your settlement were a part of Greater Palalo Sadong? You know the provenance of that name? It means Great Island, so, Greater Great Island. It is interesting, but I find that I am not a signatory to the UN Space Treaty, so I can, in fact in good conscience, go ahead and legally settle Luna, claim part or all of it for Palalo Sadong. I would not demand much, you have already made my country your ground base, and you must have expected to reach some accommodation with me eventually. You will be providing access to space for the world, access to the planets and you will funnel it through my country and I will skim off the taxes and service charges. You can make sure no one breaks my monopoly and you can also provide me with space surveillance and the like. You Richard could become the Vice President of Palalo Sadong and you Conrad the first Admiral of the PPS Space Service, even our quiet Benjamin could have a title, he is very good with the numbers, and I’d like to have him as my finance minister.”
There was a cruel lilt in the small man’s voice as he hammered home his knowledge and his demand.
Richard sighed, “Your Excellency, I am sorry that I didn’t tell you before. We had not intended to start using the air base quite so soon but we’ve had some demands that made basing back in the continental US impractical.”
“I do understand, you have been very busy, you are busy and I am offering a quick and easy accommodation, say yes and we are done.” The unstated threat of what might happen if Richard said no hung in the air.
Aristide shrugged, “Can I consider your suggestion your Excellency? You are right, I had not thought through some of the advantages of going at this a slightly different way. I assure you we had always planned on making sure that we did well by Palalo Sadong.” He hesitated, frowning, “I would like to take some time to consider your offer.” He held up a placating hand, “It is a tempting offer but I want to make sure that neither of us overlook something in the rush to complete a deal.”
Conrad spoke softly, “Admiral General you have us in a very sensitive position, you in the end control the fate of Aristide Industries, the gold mine and the oil platforms are critical to the company’s continued survival for the next few weeks. You can be assured that we will give your suggestion full consideration, and if we should find a problem we will come back with an offer at least as attractive.”
The Admiral General stood up, as did his guests. The wall did its disconcerting shift again, becoming a picture of the Earth from space. The short dark haired man stood in front of it, once more rolling on the balls of his feet, his hands locked behind his back. At last he spoke, “I suppose I can trust you, you have far more at stake here than do I, in the end.” He looked around, his face cold and enigmatic.
Richard and Conrad both bowed, Ben hurriedly and clumsily copied them. The Admiral General relaxed, “Fine then.” He turned aside, “Girl, bring in refreshments for us, please.”
Ben grabbed a glass and a plate when they arrived and retreated to the side watching the three men out of the side of his eye. After a while Aristide drifted off to examine artifacts around the room.
He had almost begun to relax when he glanced over at Howard and the Admiral General. The small man was showing the Englishman something on a piece of paper; Howard at first seemed almost irritated, shaking his head. Then the smaller man folded the sheet back with a flourish and after an instant the sandy eyebrows flew up and then his eyes seemed drawn to Richard who was standing with his back to them contemplating the image of the Earth. The expression on the COO’s face was a mixture of astonishment, and deliberation with a hint of dark humor. Howard caught Ben watching him and the expression that crossed the normally bland face made the accountant’s knees go weak.
The rest of the day was not exactly fun but it was mostly business like, even better Conrad and Mindow weren’t there much of the time. After sunset there was a long and languid dinner, or feast rather, that Ben only picked at, it was outside and even with the fans it was muggy and the perfume of the exotic flowers all around the Admiral General’s palace came near to gagging Ben, but at least he was out of the cold, dead air inside.
It was getting on for midnight local time as the supercruiser zoomed for altitude. Lying back in his deep and comfortable leather seat Ben realized that fear was a poor substitute for a sleeping pill, he might feel as wrung out and as tired as he had ever felt, but his nerves were hopping as if he had drunk a dozen cups of coffee instead of ice water.
Howard was checking his messages over a secure terminal; he had been in a chipper mood all day and seemed relaxed. A priority chirp changed that, he swore as foully as Ben had ever heard him. “…idiots, Arkan should have kept them on a shorter leash. God damn it to hell.”
Richard looked over his face concerned, “What’s the matter Howard, something go wrong at Luna Haven?”
A shake of the head to this last, “The MoonBeam’s down in the ‘Stan. Shot up in an ambush by a local warlord when she was setting down to unload a cargo for a rival. The ambushers are all dead but that doesn’t do us much good. The ship took hits in the engine room and they won’t be able to get her up before sunrise. She’s pretty well hidden and they got camouflage nets out, but that’s only going to help for a while. The Yanks are nearby and are bound to hear about something like this and come nosing around in a day or less.”
Richard closed his eyes and took a deep breath, “Get the best technical people on one of the other ships and over to her as soon as possible. You have a backup plan if things are unsalveable?”
“Yeah, though I’d hate to lose our best technical people if we have to activate it.”
“Don’t let it get that bad then.”
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Recovery
 The bare Paaly Stack was a metal and ceramic rendition of a Dagwood sandwich gone berserk with thick pads of diamond coated nickel magnetic elements and multiple slices of silicon, repeated ten times in this array. Then there were the thousands of fine wires cascading out of it. Each set of seven hundred and fifty wires interfaced to a ring of multiplexers. The muxs fed fast digital signal processors feeding fiber optic lines, sixty in all, that went into a card cage with an array of processors providing the equivalent of a supercomputer.
Paul was pretty sure the whole thing was wired right but he wouldn’t know until he dropped the Stack into a chamber with low-pressure argon and fed the sixty optic fibers out to the card cage. He had another ten hours of work before he could test it.
Cooper had stamped off earlier, tired and querulous. Paul figured he was drowsing in the garden tearoom in the dome down the way. There was big flat panel display there playing several satellite service programs. It was nice now that they were not quite so cut off; they had a laser link set up so they had the equivalent of a broad band internet connection to Earth. This uplink included the major commercial and news networks.
Janice Jones looked around the door, “Coop? Oh hello Paul,” she looked tired.
“Hey Janice, Cooper’s probably at the tea shop.”
“Oh, good at least he’s sitting down and relaxing.”
“Probably napping, he usually gets a cup then goes and drowses in the corner unless one of his friends drops by to chat.”
Janice had stepped into the lab, she viewed the bare Stack with a fair amount of skepticism, “That thing you and Coop are working on looks like a tech nightmare. What’s it supposed to do?”
“We’re trying to see if the spin rings react to outside disturbances in a detectable way. One of Coop’s mathematical models says they do, and it probably causes a noticeable decrease in efficiency.” It wasn’t a lie but it wasn’t the whole truth, he’d gotten used to that in the past month and a half.
Janice was only half listening anyway, “I hope you keep the old reprobate away from the heavy and sharp bits, a wound or a break at his stage…” she couldn’t finish the sentence.
“The medication makes him clumsy and his strength is all but gone, he knows that so he lets me and the techs worry about the detail, he spends his time puttering about with the controller and his theoretical models.” Paul said quietly. He stepped over and gave Janice a hug. She was not a big woman and she was no longer young. She felt a little fragile, “You spending enough time in the gym Janice?”
“Like I have time to spend time pumping iron for an hour a day?” She fended him off.
“It’s pumping springs, and yes you do. You’re the village nurse, the doc’s a great guy but you get out and about more, you need to set a good example.” Paul gently scolded her.
“So you are going to do your civic duty and stand for Mayor like everyone, except you, says you should?” she hit back acerbically.
Paul frowned, “Look I’m just an engineer, washed up pilot and businessman, what do I know about running a city?”
“I’m not getting into that discussion, Conti and Sally have gone over it enough with you, you know damned well that those are very good attributes for the mayor of the first city on the moon.”
There was a commotion outside, the buzz of a fast moving electric-cart and a couple of yells about slowing down. There was a squeak of brakes and then door was wrenched open to reveal Arkan Olarik. He saw Paul and Janice and stopped, he looked at Paul, “Mr. Richards, Doctor Jones, good to see you. Mr. Richards I need you to come with me, immediately!”
Paul almost snapped a refusal but bit down on his hostility instead and nodded, “Right with you General.”
Janice patted his arm, “I’ll go join Cooper in the tea room, I need a cuppa anyway.”
The little electric cart outside was a four seat version, the slim ‘assistant’ Paul had met a few times at Arkan’s office was in the driver’s seat, Arkan waved Paul to the back seat next to him. The cart accelerated smoothly, Arkan looked across at Paul, “I need your help Mr. Richards.” He sighed, “I must admit that I resisted coming to you. I do not need to have you wave your finger under my nose and tell me you told me so.”
“So Micah killed himself and his crew?” Paul asked flatly.
“No, but the MoonBeam was damaged fairly badly, first by auto cannon fire and then a heavy landing.”
“How badly damaged?”
“Badly enough that the crew cannot repair her - and unfortunately she is in a very rough part of the world. We need to get temporary repairs made so we can bring her back to the moon for final repairs. I think we will accelerate the move of the shipbuilding and repair facilities up here. We will have to sacrifice the new garden dome at the end of the first string. I’ve already given Conti the orders to deflate the dome and bulldoze the interior. The modified dome will come up on the next flight of the ‘Dream.”
Paul sat digesting this for a few moments, alternately irritated, happy and angry. Irritated at Arkan and his neothugs for getting into this mess, happy at the acceleration of the move to bring the shipbuilding facility up since it meant the Alexis could be worked on in the same facility, angry at the arrogant commandeering of city resources to fix a problem the military side had created.
He tramped on his anger fueled impulse to let Olarik go hang, he sighed, “Talk to Conti about it, make sure we can get some of the big digging equipment in somehow, the garage isn’t big enough for the trenchers and they will need work in the next few months.”
Arkan looked at Paul with a frown and then shook his head, “Fine, and a good idea. Do you ever stop thinking about this place, relax, and enjoy life?”
Paul shrugged, “I enjoy thinking about what I can do to improve this place, or how to fix a problem I’ve run into in my research. That’s how I relax; I get jittery if I have too much time to do nothing.”
Arkan sighed, “Amazing, a pure bred American workaholic in the wild. It’s also amazing how easily you pull me off topic almost at will. I need you to get ready to lead a crew to rescue the MoonBeam. You’ll fly the Alexis down as soon as you can with the people and equipment necessary and you’ll get the MoonBeam up and out.”
“It’s what I had assumed you needed Colonel, I want Raoul, Patsy, Charlie Harper, and Stevie Tran.”
Olarik protested, “Tran is no technician, he’s one of the heavy construction riggers?”
“Olarik, unless there is some reason you’ve overloaded the MoonBeam and can’t offload her I can simply lift the ‘Beam out with the Alexis like we did the excavators. It won’t be pretty but it’s not that difficult, there are even lifting eyes on the top of the shell that we can attach to.”
The big Kazakh’s face darkened for a moment at the tone of Paul’s voice then he relaxed and laughed, “Good, good, I had forgotten and you are right. In fact, why don’t we plan on doing it that way?”
“I do, but I’ll do a quick check to make sure that there isn’t something simple we can do to get the ‘Beam out under her own thrust. The shackle lift’s not any fun.” Paul’s patience was gone, “I know you’ve been working on those modified F104 Star Fighters, are you going to send some down to fly cover?”
Arkan froze then dropped his head into his hand, “God save me from intelligent men. Yes there are four of them flying cover already. There are some problems though. There’s a peacekeeping force nearby and you’ll be flying in during the day. Things could get very tight.”
“Wonderful, just goddamned wonderful!”
The rest of the trip to the airlock complex was made in silence.
-o-
Paul felt his stomach flip flop as thrust fell away, leaving him in freefall; he was waiting for an all clear. Arkan’s military people were making sure he was going to be alone when he let down. It was day in the ‘Stan, fortunately it was a very cloudy day, but above the clouds that wasn’t going to provide any cover.
They were a hundred miles above the ‘Beam falling almost straight down, if they didn’t get the all clear soon he’d brake the Alexis to a complete stop and hover. They would have to hope that the ship’s stealth was good enough to keep the various radar and optical tracking systems from locking onto him.
A green light appeared on the comm panel, “All clear heavy lift one,” a woman’s voice, strongly accented, but not Helena. He tapped his mic button, “Heavy lift one descending.”
Patsy, in the copilot’s seat, saw his nod, rolled the ship upside down and applied thrust, the world was suddenly a vast blue, white and brown ceiling bulging down above them. They were pushed into their seats by three g’s of acceleration and the Alexis’ tired frame creaked. A few seconds later she zeroed the thrust and rolled them back ‘upright.’ Paul’s stomach flip-flopped a couple more times.
One of the big displays showed the tactical situation. The green square indicating the ‘Beam was offset from the center so that the cluster of symbols to the south and west of the Moonship’s location could be accommodated. The orange circles and ellipses of the ‘friendly’ locals clustered near the ship’s position to the north. Angry red blips and blobs were further to the north and west of the ship, mostly, with one or two near and south. The purple circles, ellipses and, most worryingly the triangles, to the south and west designated the US and European peace keeping garrison located around a town a hundred miles away. The triangles indicated airborne targets and at least one of them was a high altitude surveillance drone. Four green triangles circled to the north, outside the huge dashed purple circle that delineated the surveillance systems supposed observation zone. Unfortunately the ‘Beam’s position was twenty miles inside that zone.
The Alexis was falling down from the north at a steep slant, theoretically the ship’s stealthing would prevent the radar picking them up as a track and they’d only be in its field of view for a minute or so. If they were lucky the drone would never see them.
Two of the purple triangles were moving perceptibly if slowly to the north, towards the cluster of red circles and ellipses. The green comm light came on again, “Heavy lift one, be warned we have transport helicopters moving across our field of operation. Keep to your plotted course vector.” The light snapped off. Patsy and Paul exchanged exasperated looks but made no other reply.
The Alexis shivered and shifted faintly; the atmosphere was making itself felt. Patsy rolled the ship slightly and applied thrust peaking at three gravities again and then bringing it back to just over one. From now on they would have to control and slow their descent.
Raoul spoke up, “we’re getting hits from the surveillance radar boss, no way of telling if it sees us or not, I’d guess not, but who am I to say?”
“You have the threshold gate set on the scanner?”
“Yes boss.” Raoul’s tone was long suffering.
Suddenly the two helicopters moving to the north developed yellow domes, “Damn,” muttered Paul, “looks like those choppers went high to get above the cloud deck.” The domes covered the ‘Beams position and the Alexis’ inbound track.
“We make a sudden change in vector right now boss and the surveillance radar might well make a trace on us.” Raoul’s voice was tense.
“You have anything on the US comm channels?”
“Digital garbage, I don’t even have their hop pattern and even if I did we have no decrypt gear Paul.” Raoul pointed out.
Paul tapped his mic button, “Cover lead, the helos are high and clear right now but I’m more likely to get spotted if I change vector, you getting anything on the military channels?”
“Nothing beyond regular traffic, heavy one, we will monitor.”
“Thanks.”
The green light went out.
The sky outside was deep blue and the ultra white of the cloud deck was developing details rapidly. Paul panned a camera across the southern horizon, then to the north, looking first for the US choppers and then the Luna Haven Fighters. Nothing obvious appeared on the screen.
“Uh, boss, don’t do that, the dirigible camera housings aren’t well shielded.”
“Shit, sorry Raoul,” Paul tapped the button that stored the camera, shaking his head at his own stupidity.
The green light flicked on, “Heavy one, some traffic from base to the helos. It appears as if something tickled the radar drone.”
Paul gritted his teeth in fury at his slip up, “Roger cover lead.”
“Just a watch warning so far.” The green light flicked off.
Raoul spoke softly, “We’re a minute from the cloud deck. I think we’re going to be lucky.”
Patsy chimed in for the first time, “We’re a flying black pyramid for crying out loud, they’re bound to see us.”
Raoul whistled softly in relief, “We’re below the drone’s radar horizon now.”
The cloud deck was below and then it was around them, pure white wisps of cotton candy, with gray below, then it was gray and getting dark. The Alexis was buffeted slightly.
The green light lit up, “Heavy one, the helos saw something! At the last second, must have been when you were silhouetted against the clouds. They’re not sure what they saw, or if it was real.”
Paul watched the display intently, the helo icons didn’t change course, “Cover lead, looks like they’re still going about their business though.”
“Got a meeting with a local chieftain about breaking the peace, but there’s some chatter about the sighting.”
Patsy spoke softly, “Ten thousand feet folks, get ready for landing.”
Paul reset his comm channel, “MoonBeam this is Alexis Aurora, do you copy?”
“We’ve been tracking your descent Alexis.” Micah’s voice was flatly hostile.
“I have a site map; I plan on setting down a hundred feet northwest of you, a little uphill on a shallow slope. Any suggestions?”
“Slope checks out as stable to walk on Alexis.”
“Roger, we’ll be down in a couple of minutes.” The green light snapped out in reply. Paul shook his head. “Ingrates.”
“And you expected what?” Patsy asked sarcastically.
The clouds suddenly pulled away and they were looking at their underside, spread out below them a rolling gray green plain that faded into the misty gloom. The black square of the MoonBeam was harder to see against this background than Paul had expected, even knowing it’s location by the map display his eye had a hard time catching its shape. The land rose up, and suddenly they were in the landscape, the low hills rising around them. The stranded ship was in a wide gully in the side of a shallow valley, it didn’t look deep on the topo map but as they slowly descended the last few dozen feet Paul realized that it didn’t take much to hide even something as big as the Moonship.
The deck tilted under him faintly, Patsy spoke, “Ready for touchdown,” an instant later the ship shivered faintly, settled, shifted ever so slightly and then was still. Patsy’s fingers flew over switches and display pads as her eyes swept the instruments, “I’ll keep the Stacks cycling so we’re at five minute ready, it’ll let me chill the coolant tanks some.”
Paul patted her shoulder as he climbed out of his seat, “Good, keep your eyes on the threat receiver, our cover should warn us but you never know.”
Raoul was unstrapping as well, “I’ll go get Stevie and Charlie, meet you down on the ground.
Paul nodded, he stopped in the crew cabin, he was wearing one of the ‘military’ overalls, it felt odd, heavy and bulky but the extra protection was comforting. This version had a camouflage pattern of grays and browns. He picked up the helmet on the clothes rack by the hatch into the service module. It was oddly medieval looking, the main shell a shallow dome, it had a stiffened Kevlar fabric fringe to cover the neck and a nose bar designed to support night goggles as well as the built in eye display.
With a sigh he settled it on his head and headed down.
When he reached the cargo deck the main hatch was open. Patsy had aligned the ship so that he was looking at the ‘Beam. The camouflage nets explained why he had had such a hard time spotting her earlier. From this distance it was impossible to see any damage. Paul took a moment to scan the area. He realized that a hillock downhill from their location was a well camouflaged armored car. Another careful check showed another anomaly on the rim of the gully uphill from their location. A small vehicle of some kind under netting, near that second vehicle the ground was torn up and something that might be the barrel of a gun stuck forlornly up into the sky.
“Ready to rock boss?” Raoul asked from behind.
Paul turned to note that all three of the other men were dressed in the camouflaged space suits and helmets. “Let’s go, you know your jobs, Stevie get on top and check the lifting eyes, then get back here and start prepping the cables, Charlie you spot Stevie while he’s getting ready, Raoul and I will check the engine room, we’ll call you in if it looks like we can do some good in there.” As he spoke he swung the ladder out and swung onto it.
There was a click in his ear as he stepped onto the ground, “Glad to see you’re finally moving out, do you have a plan of action Richards?” Micah’s voice came over the short range radio built into the helmet.
“You got the brief I hope? I got your damage report; you took hits in the service module and the engineering compartment. We’ve reviewed the pictures you sent up and the damage reports, anything else you want to report? There’s a good chance we’ll be able get the ‘Beam up and out of here under her own power. But if we can’t we’ll rig you for a sling lift and pull you out.”
“Fine, fine just get a move on. Don’t know how they spotted you but now something’s going on at the peacekeepers garrison, looks like they’re getting ready to send out a recon force of some type.”
Paul swore under his breath.
In ten minutes he was in the ‘Beam’s engine room, there had been two penetrating hits by 35mm cannon shells. One had been a direct hit on a Stack; it had passed through the hull and the disaster sleeve around one of the Stacks and detonated in the plumbing. The result was a mangled ruin of flame singed metal, the thin stainless steel had been shredded and the Stack inside cracked. The hydrogen had burnt but only the gas in the chamber since the emergency valve had shut out the rest.
The second shell had passed between two Stacks to detonate near the center of the space. The burst of shrapnel had shredded the sleeves on four Stacks and ricocheting splinters had torn up the main hydrogen control station, primary control center and secondary power distribution panel.
Looking at the wreckage in person Paul felt a little sick but also proud. The system had worked instead of simply failing, leaving the ‘Beam to plummet to its doom. It had fallen back into a disaster mode and kept operating, if at a degraded level until turned off.
The loss of six Stacks and the reduced output of the rest had left Micah without enough power to slow his heavily laden ships fall in time and the ‘Beam had come down hard enough to rupture the shock absorbers on two landing pads. That shock had knocked three other Stacks off line immediately. Then the engineer had shut the whole power and propulsion system off before coming up here to check the damage. Now three quarters of the surviving Stacks wouldn’t restart. Currently none of the Stacks on the side where the ‘Beam had been hit would start, they had to get at least four survivors up on that side or the ship would be unflyable.
Paul had been surprised, and irritated, to find none of Micah’s four man crew was known to him, he had been stunned to see that the bridge had been totally reconfigured. To start with it now took up half the central compartment. Micah’s slightly raised seat had been moved to a position behind the pilot and copilot positions, next to the engineering station, or what had been the engineering station, with a fourth workstation behind his right shoulder. The brief glance Paul had gotten into the compartment didn’t really tell him much about the functions of the stations, but he had to assume that the two additional positions had something to do with the weapons systems.
The slim bald man with an unhealthy pallor and wide wet gray eyes stood next to Paul surveying the mess. He said his name was Rik, with a heavy European accent, he also claimed to be the engineer and Raoul obviously knew him, and just as obviously, didn’t like him. Rik pointed at the most damaged Stack, “The fire, it started here and burnt hot, hot so the extinguisher head melted, failed.”
“But the sleeve didn’t catch fire and the fire remained local for the few seconds it burnt.”
“Maybe, flashover I think fried the control junction box there.” He pointed at a box on the ceiling with its cover off and cables hanging out.
“You pulled the cover?” asked Paul.
“Yah, no good though, a component must have overheated, the control board looks good but does not synch.”
Paul glanced at Raoul who rolled his eyes; the synch function was resident in the Stack electronics, not the distributed junction nodes.
Raoul spoke, “Rik, put that back together. Then could you go get the diesel generators started, we’ll need to take all the Stacks offline for a few minutes and I’d hate to have to string a cable over from the Alexis to start her up again.”
A sharp nod, “Shur.” The pale man turned and left.
Raoul checked his comm status and looked back at Paul, “He’s a good button pusher.” Meaning that the other man didn’t really understand the system he was controlling, he just knew how to operate it.
With a shrug Paul waved at the four modules scarred by the near miss. “I think these four need to be taken out of the grid completely. I don’t like how badly banged up the contactor boxes are.”
“Agreed, any ideas on where to start?” He pulled his tool kit off his shoulder and moved towards the closest unit as Paul did the same to the next one.
Paul was silent as he picked out the tools. Thinking, “You know what bugs me? The fact that the system continued to work until it was shut down so they could come and put the fires out and have a look. You saw the recordings; the power bus wasn’t fluctuating at all after the first few seconds?”
“Yeah?”
“You remember those problems we had early on with converters not synching up right because of a software load up problem?”
“Sure! But they were synched just fine till shut down.”
“They rode through the hit just fine, stayed synched. But then they were shut down and now they won’t start, probably because they won’t synch. We solved our original problem with a software update, but the updates not hard coded in the older converters, it’s a patch in the flash memory section. The flash gets wiped at shutdown and reloaded on startup. The control bus is redundant but if one of the two lines is broken in just one place the software won’t upload because it can’t complete an integrity check.”
“But there would be a red light on the bus integrity monitor, and another one on the system startup test.”
“I know, I’m wondering if something went wrong with the bus integrity monitor somehow?” With a grunt Paul disconnected the power bus from the ceiling conduit and got down to start on the next unit. Raoul was almost done with his second one.
Ten minutes later they had the disaster sleeves of all twenty Stacks up. Power to the ship was coming from the surviving diesel generator; all of the Stacks were shut down. Raoul came around the walkway from the backup control panel. “No go Paul, the bus integrity is good to all the units.”
Paul looked up and grinned, “Saw that. Did you look at the memory board?”
“Glanced at it, looked fine, why?”
“It’s got to be broken or unseated, the request for update is going out but I’m getting a null return so the system is using the original firmware.”
Raoul swore and turned around.
A double click, “This is Charlie, Stevie and I are off the roof, the lifting eyes are fine, we’ve got them prepped, Stevie’s heading back to the Alexis to get the harness cables started. Want me to go with him?”
“Hold for a minute Charlie, I’ll let you know.”
Suddenly the screen on his little test set flickered and instead of a null he saw the confirmation of a firmware update. “Got it Raoul!” and he punched in another identifier and got confirmation that other Stacks had the update. “Restart number ten.” He called out.
The Stack next to him started up, the rising whine accompanied by the soft roar of moving gas and the hum of electronics. The Stack was still warm enough for a safe power up, the voltage meter snapped to the correct reading and the power meter came off zero.
Paul smiled in satisfaction, “Stack twelve if you please?” The other Stack also came up, and automatically synchronized with the first one. He sighed in relief, “Let’s warm up the others.”
The comm unit clicked twice, Micah’s voice was querulous, “What are you doing up there? Rik thinks you’re going to blow something up?” There was protesting yip in the background.
“Wait a few minutes and I’ll let you know Micah.” He tapped the comm to another channel, “Charlie, head back to the Alexis and help Stevie, but don’t bust a gut, I think we’re going to be out of here real soon.” He tapped the comm off.
“Rik kept the heaters on one through five; they’re about ready to go on line.” Raoul said quietly over his shoulder.
Looking at the screen of his portable tool panel Paul could see that. He pulled his equipment back out of the way and started to unfasten the ties holding the disaster sleeve for number twelve on the ceiling. Raoul grinned and did the same thing on ten.
There was a faint whine from nearby, then another, and another until five more units were producing power. Paul and Raoul exchanged grins, Paul tapped his comm, “I’m returning control to Rik, you’re back up with five Stacks, and you should have fifteen in about twenty minutes.”
There was silence on the other end then a heavy, “Thank you,” and a click.
Another click, Patsy spoke quietly, “Paul we have inbound bogeys, probably attack choppers.”
Paul winced, “Thanks,” he tapped the comm to another channel, “Charlie, Stevie, don’t unstrap anything, the ‘Beam’s operational again and we may have to bug out soon.”
He tapped again, “Micah what’s your plan?”
“They don’t have a firm location, they are a hundred and fifty kilometers away and it is two hours to full dark, they will not spend much time looking before they turn around and go home. It is unlikely they will spot us, so we sit tight, if they get too close they will get a warm reception and we will be gone before the peacekeepers can decide what to do.” There was a considerable amount of arrogance and disdain in the Israeli’s voice.
“You’re the expert; we’re heading back to the Alexis unless there’s something else?”
“My crew has dealt with the other damage, at least as best we can until we can get to a proper repair facility.”
As they walked across the ground to the Alexis Paul glanced back at the MoonBeam and then over at Raoul, “I thought she was armored?”
“She is Paul, against anything up to older 25mm ammo, you saw the report, she was hit by an old single barrel 35mm cannon. We talked about heavier armor but a really effective outfit would have made her almost useless as a cargo ship. When we worked on the…uh…well we thought it was unlikely she’d have to face anything more than machineguns.”
“Micah was unlucky I guess, someone must have talked about the cargo drop off…Shit.” He reached down and tapped a button, “Micah, how did the bad guys bushwhack you?”
“I assume that someone must have told them about our planned….” Micah’s strangled curse was cut off by the click of the comm termination.
Paul trotted the last few feet to the Alexis, Raoul came up behind him, “The other side may have given the peacekeepers this location?”
“That would be my guess; I would say that they put a bunch of little bits of data together and came up with a number bigger than zero - and have sent some people to investigate.”
“Surely Micah won’t shoot them down, he’ll warn them off, right?” Raoul sounded very unconvinced.
“Micah’s not likely to play knight errant and give them the first hit. He will shoot them out of the sky as soon as they get in range.” Paul stated flatly. His stomach was churning with the realization that he was at least partially responsible.
Climbing the ladder up to the cockpit he got the glimmer of a plan and stopped to tap the comm button on his armband, “Micah, have one or more of the fighters get in close. If the choppers look like they’re coming straight here have them fly out of here in formation, if they stay far enough away to stay out of IR sensor range they’ll look like some kind of biggish cargo aircraft, they might be able to lead the choppers away long enough for night to fall so we can get out of here.”
There was silence, then, “A good idea Paul, one problem is that the radar surveillance drone is moving closer to us, but that does not negate the idea.” There was a pause.
Paul spoke again, “I had thought about doing the same sort of thing with the Alexis but I’m not sure I can fly her fast enough sideways to avoid getting caught, also, with the poor visibility we might fly into the side of a hill or something.”
“That would be a shame, I must admit I had debated that course myself, given the chase is not going to be of long duration.” Micah sounded almost friendly.
“I’m willing to try just about anything if it’ll stop innocents getting killed.”
“They are soldiers; it is a risk we take when we come to this career.” Micah’s voice was cold and distant again but the comm did not click closed.
“Agreed but they aren’t in combat and they aren’t our enemies Micah, at the worst we can lift out and go back to Luna. I thought that was the plan all along?”
“I have my orders Paul; I’ll let you know what you are to do, out.” The comm clicked.
Paul sighed and then continued his climb.
-o-
The ShadowHawk shivered faintly under Stan as it powered through the bottom of the cloud deck. His hands were light on the stick and collective but the big slab-sided combat chopper was really flying herself, given the weather that was probably safer. He just hoped the Alliance realized by now how bad an idea it was to fire at US Army aircraft. Not that their chances of hitting the Shadow were very high, the stealth technology version of the venerable UH-60 Blackhawk was a tough target for any weapon system.
Stan, formally Major Stanley Brightman, glanced over his shoulder, the other two aircraft in this flight flickered in and out of visibility as they raced through the streamers of cloud at three thousand feet. No rain and little wind thankfully, just a thick, moderately low hanging cloud deck.
Next to him, his copilot, First Lieutenant Monica Bradley, was carefully checking the moving map display, “We’re near where Stotin said they had set up their ambush Major. If his map and references were right, they’re about four miles ahead.”
“Right - and we’re right in the area of RedRobin flight’s sighting, and the radar ghost.”
“Roger that major. Things look calm enough, shall I transmit the plan Alfa commit?”
“Do it,” in his helmet-mounted display the red A appeared and the symbols shifted to point down. They were going to spread out and go in low, with their rotor head radars active, and weapons hot, something was going on here.
“Damn, I mean sir...” Monica yelped, as the microwave targeting radar came on it showed a target moving across their front, flying low and slow, hugging the ground.
“I see it, they saw us coming damnit.”
“I can’t see anything on the IR sir, too far away in this weather.”
“Let’s see if we can catch up shall we,” Stan dived to gain speed while adding power.
The radar said the flushed bogey was flying at only about a hundred and fifty miles an hour. With gear and weapons stowed behind radar absorbent composite panels the Shadow was well able to sustain almost two hundred, they pounded through the heavy, rough air of the thickening dusk.
Seconds stretched to minutes, the target was flickering in and out of the radar’s sight, moving faster now, and directly away. “I still don’t have an IR track sir and we should be seeing something, as big and slow as the radar target is.” Monica’s concern was obvious, even through the distortion of her microphone.
Stan agreed, “Yeah and he turned up then turned away awfully fortuitously if you ask me.” He was suddenly worried, had they been suckered? Was this some kind of trap? He had a sick image of the scout squad in the back of his aircraft and the other two. Almost without thinking he pulled back on the throttle and collective, “Break…”
A warning howl, “Scree, Scree, Scree, WHUMP,” Stan’s world was spinning, full of sound and fury, as he lost control. From aft he could hear the scream of an unloaded shaft mixed with the yells and screams of the soldiers. He disengaged the turbines and turned into the spin, fighting for control. The ground was far too close, he pulled the collective up, fighting to get into an autogyro and stop their death plunge.
“Base, this is BlueLook, Laser, Laser, Laser, combat laser hit, we’re going down.” Monica’s yell into the microphone was filled with despair, rage and shock. No one but the US was supposed to have deployed combat lasers, the only reason they even knew the warning tone was that the training command insisted on training for even the most unlikely events.
The trees were above them, the ground was near, the end came with a rending crash, he was flung forward and the world went black.
-o-
The world was dark; a hand touched his shoulder, “Major, can you hear me?”
A feminine voice, not his wife, she never called him major, who then? It was Lieutenant Bradley he realized, as the recent past came back. As the last memories fitted into place he tried to jerk upright and almost blacked out again, pain filled his world.
A hand pressing him down, “Lie still Major, you’re hurt, I think your shoulder’s broken as well as an arm and a leg.” There was a gratifying amount of concern in her voice.
He wondered why it was so dark, and then realized with astonishment that it was because his eyes were closed. It took some effort to open them; it was at that point that he realized that he’d been given a considerable amount of painkiller at some point while he was out.
The world was dark anyway, he realized some of that was the open sided tent he was lying under but he could see around the edge as well. “How long?”
“You’ve been out about an hour Major.” The voice wasn’t Monica’s instead it was Harry Chalker’s, the captain who was his second in command; he’d been aboard the BlueLook three.
Stan decided it was too much effort to keep his eyes open, “what’s the Sit Harry, you tag the bastard?”
A sigh, a hand on his shoulder, heavier, Harry’s, “Whoever they were they got all three of us almost simultaneously Stan. Two went down pretty hard; Lieutenant Aleph and his copilot Sergeant Davis are dead, the squads banged up but nothing more than a broken arm. I was lucky to find a smooth patch; my bird could probably fly, except the tail fan’s scrap.”
“What about my people?”
Monica’s voice came from his other side. “Fine sir, we hit hard on a slope, your side of the cockpit took the brunt of it, and absorbed the shock, I’m a bit bruised but the squad made it without a scratch.”
Stan’s mind was muzzy, full of anger at himself and others, he wanted to cry, he hoped that was the pain killers, because his dad had brought him up tougher than that. An odd thing Harry had said floated up, “You said they, was it some kind of ambush?”
Harry sighed, “At the last second, as I saw you pull up, begin to break off the pursuit, the target broke in two. Then they turned like they were a couple of Super Apaches, next thing Bill’s yelling that Two’s spinning and you’re going down too and then my warning receiver goes nuts. Can’t believe they tagged all three of our fantrons like that, but they did.”
“Who the hell were they?” Something painful and angry filled his chest, “Could it have been some of the black hats?” The Army had recently reinstated the Stetson as its headgear; it was more American than the old berets - as one might have expected, Special Ops had decided on black. If this had all been part of a busted Special Ops play it would explain the laser and the fact that they weren’t all dead, it would have been easier for the bogeys to destroy the main rotor head instead of going for tail fans.
“Ah, Special Ops would have radioed us to back off Stan, not shot us down. Even they aren’t that nuts.”
The world was closing around him again, he was very tired, “When’s pickup?”
Monica replied, “About an hour sir.” There was a roar overhead that silenced her for a moment, “The fast movers are here already, they blitzed the ravine Stotin fingered but didn’t get any return fire or secondary explosions.”
Harry spoke from a distance, “The surveillance drone went down about the time we got tagged, we think whoever was here made their escape during the panic all that caused. Nobody knows what the hell is going on. We’re going to be crawling with Colonels, Generals and Assistant Secretaries in a few hours. WNN’s already going live from the base, no other active disasters in the world I guess.”
Stan was floating away as Harry spoke; things were, relatively, in control, he was very tired, focusing on the world was very, very hard. He slipped over the boundary into sleep.
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Hot Shot
“Micah why the hell did the fighters shoot the choppers down? They were heading away.” Paul floated weightless, held down by the straps, as they arched up and away from the ‘Stan. They were heading almost due south; far off the track they would take either back to the Hollow or Luna.
“It was the cover flight leader’s decision that they were getting ready to break off the pursuit and return to the ravine. It was better to down them as far away as possible to pull attention away from our position.” Micah’s voice was a little artificial sounding, he was wearing his helmet since, after takeoff, they had discovered that the ‘Beam’s cabin was open to vacuum. There was an undiscovered splinter hole somewhere in the command cabin.
Paul squeezed his eyes with his fingers, what was done, was done, and he knew the Star Fighters had been as ‘gentle’ as possible taking the three choppers down, none of the aircraft had gone down in totally uncontrolled crashes, hopefully no one had been badly hurt. Emotions swirled but he tramped down hard, fighting to retain control, “What’s done is done, where are we going? And why?”
Micah’s voice was flat, “I don’t want to risk a flight to Luna in this condition, we have to wait for night at the Hollow and I don’t want to risk that either. We have another base set up, you and my people can work on getting the ‘Beam patched while I get orders about where to go from there.”
Paul sighed, “You could have said that before Micah, why don’t you give me the coordinates?”
“I’ve given you the vector you need; I’ll give you the next one.” The comm channel clicked closed. Paul sighed and closed his eyes, he wished he could lean his head back but found that without gravity his head didn’t want to rest at that angle.
“Paul.” Patsy’s voice was diffident.
“Yeah Patsy?” He didn’t open his eyes.
“We’re going to Palalo Sadong.”
Paul found himself bouncing off his straps as he tried to sit bolt upright, “What?”
She grimaced, “That’s where Conti was spending all his time before we got started building Luna Haven. Sally let it slip a couple of times, though she wasn’t supposed to know either. But a lot of the Church elders knew anyway, dad did, and they aren’t happy about it even if Mr. Aristide says it’s OK.”
“Why Palalo Sadong? The place is a cesspit and that madman in charge is one of the up and coming threats to world peace if the BBC and WNN are to be believed.” Paul sputtered.
“AI runs the oil rigs off the coast and the oil tanker port. They’ve built a lot other stuff as well. The Admiral General let AI build a port, sea, air and space, in a valley that’s cut off from the rest of the island. I…I guess it’s supposed to be a backup Earth Port for us if the US gets really nasty about our settling on the moon.”
Paul pressed his head back against the rest and squeezed his eyes closed, fighting back waves of nausea and recrimination. If Aristide worked with animals like the Admiral General there was no telling what he was capable of. Suddenly all his darkest fears about what was going on rose up and laughed at his naivety.
“Paul…Paul, what’s the matter?” Patsy’s voice was plaintive.
He laughed harshly, “You knew about this all along? , and you knew about the Garrison, the MoonBeam, hell even the fighters. And you know I’ve been all but imprisoned at Luna Haven. So what about John VanDoone and his wife? Pats, What about Old Chuck?”
“What!”
“They died to keep this secret Pats. Don’t you realize the kind of power the stack represents? Damn it, we all know Arkan’s thugs have been potting moon probes for the last year and a half, what would it take to start potting satellites in Earth orbit? Hell, you can think of a sovereign state as a kind of protection racket writ large, what’s to stop Aristide ‘taxing’ all satellites, and forcing people to launch all future space cargos using our services. And once he starts down that road who knows where it’ll lead?”
Raoul and Patsy were gaping at him, shocked.
“VanDoone was driving too fast and Old Chuck, he was too old to be clambering around?” Patsy protested.
“Possibly, I don’t know, but their deaths were very convenient for Aristide industries.” Paul snapped back.
Now Conti’s fits of depression over the past few months made sense; he must have known all of this was coming. He couldn’t be angry with his friend, he - Paul Richards – hadn’t really wanted to hear more. It was only recently that the dreamlike edge to his life had begun to fade.
Silence stretched for some time, Paul looked over at Patsy, she was biting her lip, tears trembling on her eyelashes. “You didn’t have your doubts about all this Patsy?”
She shook her head fiercely, “It’s mankind’s destiny to colonize space, go to the stars. Aristide’s been struggling to make that destiny come true with our help. The old guard governments, the old powers won’t want to open space up because it’ll spoil their hold on power. Access to space makes the politics of scarcity obsolete; they’ll be left with empty positions, they’ll have nothing! Everyone can be rich and free…Don’t you see that? I thought you had the dream?”
Paul frowned, “I don’t think it’ll be that easy - but most governments are lumbering brainless monsters shambling along on inertia, they won’t fight because of ideology, just because they don’t know how else to respond.”
She shook her head, “They will fight to hold onto their power, don’t you see that they will try and crush us one way or another. They’ll try and carve space into cantons controlled by the old guard governments, taking all their greed, corruption and violence with them. They will poison space, pollute the clean start mankind can make.”
“Hey Pats, calm down, it’s the Commander you’re yelling at, not your neo lib uncle.” Raoul said placatingly from behind. Patsy jerked and gasped, clasping her lower lip between her teeth, her face a mixture of vexation and worry.
Paul glanced around, “Thanks Raoul,” he looked back at Patsy, who was looking a little mortified, “Patsy, I don’t disagree with the basics of what you say, I just don’t see things quite as bleakly. I know it’s easy to see a world full of conspiracies sometimes but I don’t think it’s conscious most of the time, it’s the zeitgeist, the sum total of all the forces and threads at play in the world at a given time. And if you throw in a big delta, like the Paaly Stack, the zeitgeist is going to shift. No one knows how it will shift. I figure that we have to hope things continue on the arc they have for centuries, towards more tolerance, a better standard of living, more democracy, more freedom, and more ability to live the life you want to live. The world’s screwed up right now, always has been, but when you look back, you realize that things are on the whole getting better not worse, it just seems like things are going to hell because that’s the way we tend to experience our lives.”
There was a long silence; Patsy was looking very nonplussed, Raoul grinned weakly, “Boss, I guess I always knew you were a philosopher at heart.”
Patsy grimaced, and then glanced a bit shamefaced at Paul, “Sorry for going off like that Paul.” She shrugged, “That was me channeling my dad, I get dogmatic when I’m troubled and what you say is very troubling.”
Paul reached over and squeezed her arm, “It’s OK, no bones broken and I like the fact that you have the dream, we share that in full.”
He turned to look at his displays; he wondered for a moment what would happen if he simply turned the Alexis around and headed for the Hollow, or even someplace crazy like Washington, DC. He knew that the space fighters were somewhere near and the ‘Beam was armed, probably well enough to destroy the Alexis and kill them all. Micah might not intend to kill but Paul figured that there would be no way to rescue anyone before the wreckage hit atmosphere and disintegrated. He did some calculations about reentry velocity, given the right equipment one might be able to parachute from this altitude and live, but you’d need some kind of drogue chute as well as a regular one for the final landing and they had neither, he made a mental note to check that out as another backup.
There was also the issue of Patsy and Raoul, he had no right to risk, to sacrifice, their lives without asking, and given Patsy’s reaction she was unlikely to go along with any crazy attempt to land the Alexis anywhere other than where they were ordered.
“Your vector change is uploaded Alexis,” the voice wasn’t Micah’s. Patsy tapped her comm, “Received Moonbeam.” She tapped the comm off, looked at Paul, “About thirty seconds till the vector change.”
Paul sighed and shrugged, “Go when we hit the basket then Patsy.” She nodded sharply and turned away.
Forty minutes later the image of a great island spread out below them in the display. It was early morning here, on the map overlay of the image a blue icon flashed, in a mountain ringed valley with a broad bay, “PS landing control, the landing silos are ready for you Heavy one, Heavy three, follow normal daytime approach profile.” The voice that came over the comm channel from the ground was well bred American.
Paul tapped his comm, “PS landing control, this is Heavy One, do you have precise coordinates?”
“Heavy One, check your nav library.” The voice was ironically chiding, Paul took an instant dislike to its owner.
Paul almost snapped a reply but Patsy pointed at the screen, it showed the approach and landing coordinates. Paul took a deep breath and let it out, “Have the landing profile PS landing, Heavy One out.”
Twenty minutes later Paul watched the monitor as a canopy rolled over the top of the steep sided concrete crater the Alexis was resting in. The bright light dimmed to a yellow dusk making the empty concrete pit a little less grimly alien.
A few minutes later, once more wearing jeans and a loose shirt along with his old sneakers Paul stood on the edge of the cargo deck looking around. The brightly lit concrete was smooth and new, he could see the marks of a few tires, a patch of what might have been oil or the like and the square spaced scrapes that indicated that one of the Moonships had landed here at least a few times before, other than that it was all but featureless.
“You see the other revetments as we were coming down Boss?” Patsy asked from his left. Raoul was still up on the bridge, Charlie and Steve were also down on the cargo deck, and they also had changed into normal clothes, ready to get to work on the ‘Beam.
“Yeah every few hundred feet for a mile or so that way, no people or aircraft though,” he pointed towards the tall opening.
“Don’t think there’s much in the way of a base force, we might have to hoof it.”
“There is some kind of vehicle here.” Paul pointed at the marks on the concrete.
Patsy shrugged, “Yeah but who knows when it’ll get here. I want to get home as soon as possible.” She headed towards the ladder folded up out of the way.
Paul sighed and shook himself, trying to get out from under the funk, normally that would have been his line - should have been his line. He waved Stevie and Charlie after him as he strode after his suddenly domineering copilot; he wondered if Raoul saw much of this side of her personality.
As they reached the ground there was a rising muttering whine and a low-slung military four-wheel drive charged through the tall entrance and curved on squealing tires towards them. The lone occupant was slouched back with one arm slung over the passenger side seatback, golden blond hair flying in the slipstream of his steed’s reckless passage.
The car made another screeching turn and braked to a stop with a jerk. A pair of insolent blue eyes surveyed them all, quickly settling on Patsy who he scanned with visible approval, “Captain Rick Halberg PS Defense Service, at your command,” he said in her direction.
Patsy went red, while pulling herself up haughtily, and trying to stop from grinning in response.
Paul tried for the rescue, stepping forward and subtly sideways into the military lounge lizard’s line of sight, “Lieutenant, I’m Paul Richards, my people and I need to get over to the ‘Beam as soon as possible, have you come to provide a lift?”
The blue eyes that looked into his were icy, “Captain, Mr. Richards, and if your crew need a lift hop in.”
Paul waved the rest forward, Halberg pulled away with a smooth burst of power, both hands on the wheel. He glanced over, “we’re a little light on staff right now. Just me and a couple of others as ground crew, no mechanics yet.” It was an obvious put down Paul smiled off.
“If you need hot food the canteen’s not much but it’s free, and plenty of it.”
Paul shrugged, “Thanks, I’ll send someone for some grub when we know the schedule. I couldn’t raise Micah on the comm link, did he lose his radios?”
Halberg shook his head with a smirk, “These bunkers were built to sop up just about any radiated signal, it’s all but impossible to send or receive comms once you’re down except through the landing field repeaters which are off while I’m away.”
He glanced over his shoulder at Patsy with a winning smile, “If you folks would like to spend the night more comfortably we have some rooms over in the command center, I can make you pretty comfortable.” The smile, aimed at Patsy, was actually very pleasant.
Halberg left Paul angry but not confused, “The cabins aboard are pretty comfortable and we’d better keep ready just in case, thank you anyway Captain. And thank you for the lift,” this as they pulled into the second bunker and up to the Moonbeam. The other ship’s hatch was open and Rik was on the concrete with a morose expression.
His right arm draped once more over the passenger seat Halberg shrugged his wide athlete’s shoulders and smirked, “You’re welcome Richards. Later.” Almost before Paul’s crew had stepped clear the little vehicle had jerked into motion with a squeal of tires, accelerating away, leaving in a repeat of its entry.
“Wow, where the hell did central casting find him?” Patsy found her voice at last. The tone was a mixture of amusement, frustration and admiration.
Paul shook his head, “Lounging around somewhere in a World War Two movie set I think.”
“Ditto on that,” was Raoul’s disgusted contribution as he slapped his fiancée’s butt.
-o-
The sudden equatorial evening was upon them and the dark just made Paul feel more tired. It had been a long day, and Earth’s gravity dragged unfamiliarly at him, he worked hard to stay in shape on Luna but it wasn’t the same and he had been awake for getting on for twenty four hours on top of that. Then of course there was Micah Tassinara’s straight backed sneering presence, the Major stood arms folded, looking spiffy and well rested after most of the day asleep.
“Rik says the ship is buttoned up and ready to fly, and that with the replacement stacks and other parts ready at the Hollow Moonbeam will be back to full capability in a couple of days, good work.”
Paul bit back a sarcastic reply, “They’re designed to be dependable, easy to maintain, freighters Micah. You just need to avoid getting shot up.”
The mercenary shrugged, “She does what we need. You will be returning to Luna Haven...”
Paul jumped in, “After we’ve gotten some rest, take off early tomorrow morning.”
Micah got red faced and started to speak but Paul shook his head, “We’re all bushed.”
Halberg who’d been an interested spectator up to now spoke up, “Hungry as well, I can have the cook whip up a light early dinner for your crew.”
Paul was surprised at Halberg’s support, “Thank you captain that would be great.”
Micah hesitated, cast a look between Halberg and Paul then shrugged, “Fine, stay with your ship and be off before first light. I’ll tell the Colonel and G...Mr. Howard.” He spun on his heel and walked away.
Halberg had walked over this time, as the two men walked out of the revetment the moonship’s diesels muttered to a stop and the soft growl of the stacks followed them. The creak and rustle of the canopy retracting was the next sound. Paul turned and watched as the still rather startling black shape lifted away and faded into the blue black sky. Then turned to look out across the hills towards the hidden bay, the breeze off the beach was soft and filled with a pleasant medley of odors, sea side and flowering plants.
“A nice place, all in all.” Halberg said from the dusk.
Paul resisted commenting that it would be nicer without all the concrete, instead, “Thank you for the support, and the offer.” He turned to continue the walk back.
Halberg shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his natty flight suit, “No problem, cook is already cooking for some other, uhh, guests.”
Paul had noticed a big brown chopper, a Sikorsky executive transport he thought, sitting near the operations center when he’d taken a break earlier, “Aristide execs in town?”
“Guests.” There was a nasty edge to Halberg’s voice and the glint of teeth did not really look like a smile.
“I thought I heard thunder a while ago, just before sunset, any weather predicted for tonight?”
This got a chuckle, “Oh we get the odd rumble out of the clear blue sky here; no, clear sky till tomorrow.” Halberg did not explain the chuckle.
Then there was a crack out of the night, followed by a sputter of more, seeming to echo back and forth then fade away, Paul thought he heard a scream.
“Shit, shit,” Halberg snarled as he broke into a run.
“What’s...?” Paul yelped.
Halberg cut him off, “Get back to your ship and button up Richards”
There was another stutter of gunfire and something spanged off the concrete not that far from Paul and he found himself running half crouched. He found that getting shot at, or near, tended to loosen the bowels and make the legs pump hard even when dead tired.
He forced himself to a stop as he skidded into the Alexis’ revetment. Dim blue LEDs showed the ship as a black blot in the center of the pad. He turned and looked back in the direction of the operations building, just in time to see Steve and Charlie run up, both moving fast for older men but without panic, they were both combat veterans.
“Mr. Richards, do you know where Patsy is?” Steve called out when he caught sight of the pilot.
“No,” then he glanced up, “Shit, she was going to check out the cook.”
“Damn it, that’s what I thought!”
Before Paul could think of something to say, to do, there was another shot, another, a sputter of automatic fire, then the heavier thwack of something bigger than a rifle.
“Ma Deuce there,” Charlie called out from where he rested with one knee on the ground nearby.
Then thumps and cracks, suddenly Paul could see the muzzle flashes in the darkness, then came a ground shaking BOOM along with a fiery blossom of fire.
“SHIT, that chopper’s warranty just ran out!”
Paul knew there was nothing he could do for Patsy, but he had a duty to the rest of his crew and the Alexis, “Back to the ship.” He turned, just in time to see Raoul running towards him with a desperate urgency, Paul didn’t even hesitate, he tackled the shorter man and found himself suddenly being pummeled for the first time in his life, fortunately Charlie and Steve were there in the next instant and had the panicking lover restrained.
Paul rolled to his feet, looked back outside, didn’t like the sudden silence out there at all, “Don’t have time for this, we need to go.”
“No! You bastard!” Raoul screamed.
Paul ignored the agony in his friend’s voice, in his own soul, and led the run back to the Moonship with the Mexican raving alternately in English and Spanish at them.
The diesels were muttering and the personnel hatch was open and the steps down. They scrambled up, when Raoul refused to go he found himself lugged up, then bound and gagged and on the scraped up plating in a minute flat.
Paul hesitated then ran to the cargo master position, the flat panels lit up as he ran his hand over the security pad then he hit a highly unusual set of commands. The three panels reconfigured themselves and suddenly he was looking at a simplified flight control setup. The stacks were cycling; enough of them already warm to get the ship off the ground in her light condition. In a few moments the warm stacks were generating power and lift and the rest were on emergency warm up.
“Shee’it, ah didn’t know you c’d do that from down he’ah,” Charlie muttered in his best hick.
“Didn’t want you getting ideas when you’d downed too much moonshine bubba,” Paul cracked back.
“Vehicle incoming!” Steve yelled from the hatch as Paul checked to see if he had a command link to open the bunker’s cover.
Paul swore, got ready to lift through the cloth.
“Oh hell! They have Patsy!”
And Paul froze up, unable to decide what to do.
“Boss, Patsy’s waving! They don’t look like they have guns on her, in fact I there’s a couple of westerners by the looks of them, one a woman, a blond looker,” Steve called out.
A video from high up showed the scene, and while Patsy might not have been in trouble before, or not as much as they had feared, she was now. There were a lot of gaping, angry faces. Now someone had a gun pointing at Patsy as he....she a small dangerous looking girl in dirty fatigues yelled at a slightly older man, who might be a local but was dressed in western clothes.
“Shit, shit, shit, if I had my gun!” Charlie yelped from over Paul’s shoulder.
But they didn’t have any guns and Paul hoped they wouldn’t need them, he ran for the hatch.
He almost got shot for stupidity, about a dozen guns of various sorts and calibers snapped around as he burst out of the hatch without warning, avoiding a desperate last minute grab by a panicky Steve.
He found himself looking down the barrel of a rifle in the hands of one of the local people. There were three dirty and shot up medium army trucks parked in a ragged line halfway between the entrance and the Alexis. Around them their erstwhile passengers crowded, some literally on the ground, obviously wounded. Most were armed, and they looked like they were near to panic as they stared at the Alexis with incomprehension and Paul and Patsy with hostility.
“What kind of filthy lying trick is this you shit,” snarled a loud voice, a massive black man who appeared to be wearing blood spattered western clothes, he spoke with rage, but in a perfect educated American accent.
The tallish slim blond Steve had called a looker, with reason, stepped forward now, put her hand on the big black man’s arm and with the other pushed down the muzzle of the gun a tall Bollywood handsome man had pointing at Paul. She looked at Patsy then at Paul,
“I can explain...” Paul started again.
The blond shook her head, “I don’t think you have anything to explain. Patsy said she had a ship, she didn’t say aircraft at all Sunil. He and his crew were getting ready to get us out of here when you started shooting at him.”
The handsome man looked at her, “What the hell do you mean Julia?” He flicked an angry hand at the Alexis, “That’s what? Some kind of bunker in a bunker, it’s no aircraft, even less a ship!”
The woman, Julia, smiled faintly and shook her head, “No, it’s not an aircraft, it is a kind of ship, if I don’t miss my guess, it’s a spaceship.”
That rocked the man called Sunil, it also shocked Paul almost as much, the woman’s smile got a little wider. “Patsy said it was called the Alexis Aurora, and Aristide Industries built her. She’s named after Richard Aristide’s oldest daughter, Alexis Aurora Aristide. Richard Aristide has one obsession in his life, the conquest of space. When she was very young Alexis asked him if he would name a ship after her.” Julia paused and shrugged, “He said that the only ship worthy of such a name would be the first true spaceship.”
She stopped, Paul was startled to see the tears trickling down from the corner of her eyes, “It would appear that my grandfather remembered what he promised my mother, all those years ago.”
Paul was almost speechless, Aristide’s granddaughter here, with guerillas. Then he remembered the big chopper and Halberg’s enigmatic comment. Had she been here on some kind of business trip and been kidnapped? It would be typical.
He shook off the shock, letting relief burn through his fear, “She’s right about what the Alexis is, I’d always wondered why Richard insisted on calling her that, he never explained himself, he rarely does. She is a spacecraft, a Moonship; we’ve been ferrying freight to a Luna colony with her and her sisters for the better part of a year.”
“What?” The big black man yelled.
Julia slapped him on the arm, “Dr. Fleck we don’t have time for this, we need to get gone, the Night Stalkers will regroup and bring up some heavy weapons,” She turned to look at Paul, “How long till you can take off?”
Paul shrugged, “As soon as everyone’s aboard, I was just about to get her up when you brought Patsy in.” He hesitated, “We need to get everyone into the crew and passenger section which is several stories up. We need to move.”
Sunil, the obvious leader, waved, “Go get ready,” he turned and started snapping orders to other people. Paul saw people scattering as he turned and sprinted for the ladder snapping orders to his crew as they followed.
Paul turned and ran; Patsy beat him up the stairs falling into Raoul’s arm as Paul sprinted past. He checked the temporary setup on the cargo master panel then locked it and ran for the crew ladder, routines kicking in. As he got to the top the hatch to the service module opened at his touch and he stepped inside, by which time Raoul was on his heels. Paul headed for the cockpit and slid into the command position. He tapped in his key code. A null symbol lit up. ‘Access denied.’ Paul froze…sick horror coming over him. He tapped the code in again. ‘Access denied.’
Patsy was beside him looking at the symbol she turned and yelled, “Raoul, someone locked the command station.”
Paul struggled to get up, “The emergency setup’s working.”
Patsy shook her head fiercely, “Wait.”
Raoul stuck his head around the door, “Try MQZ111 bracket caret close bracket.”
Paul tapped the code in. A window on the small screen opened, ‘system override, input new code’ Paul tapped in the next pass code in the sequence he and the others had memorized, then his personal identifier. ‘Code input, full access, welcome aboard Commander Richards.’
Patsy was already in her seat, she sighed, “Ready to lift on half, others two minutes from ready, five minutes and we’ll be go for orbit.”
Paul was running down the checklist, “Things look good; Patsy, pull up the threat receiver stack, we may need it.” He tapped the display controls, the main displays broke into a series of images showing the interior of the revetment.
Two of the big trucks had been moved so they blocked access into the revetment. They didn’t completely close it off but they would make it impossible for anything to get around them without pushing them out of the way. He saw soldiers on the ground their rifles pointing out.
Paul checked all the telltales, then tapped the ‘launch pad announce,’ button on the mic pad. “Takeoff alert, five minutes to take off, five minutes to take off.”
He checked other cameras and saw people swarming up the ladders and Charlie carefully bundling wounded into the freight lift, Stevie was on the upper catwalk helping get the wounded out. There were a series of grim bundles carefully laid out on the decking near the entrance. Six bodies, there had been fatalities in the trucks coming in.
Through the insulation of the ship’s hull he still heard a crump, he glanced up, one of the trucks was a twisted wreck half blown out of position and burning like mad. Paul was horrified as he saw a flame wrapped figure stagger away from the wreckage. Several other figures leapt on the figure and wrestled the casualty to the ground so they could put out the flames. Other soldiers were firing at whatever was coming.
There was no one on the ground between them and the entrance area, without really thinking Paul rolled in thrust. The Alexis lifted smoothly; as she came off he rolled the controller over, a massive landing pad passed inches above the third abandoned truck. Paul only peripherally noticed the soldiers on the ground as they stopped to watch the Alexis’ approach in gape mouthed shock. Touchdown was a scraping shiver since he hadn’t quite killed lateral motion, but none of the soldiers cared about finesse. They saw rescue and raced for the open cargo hatch carrying their wounded. It was literally only a few steps for most of them and they were all aboard in seconds.
“All clear all around,” Patsy yelled out, “everyone’s out, lift out!”
Paul hit the mic button as he rolled in thrust, “Lift out!” Thrust built up again, he left the controller alone this time, he wanted altitude. The Alexis accelerated up at nearly three gravities, sending the soldiers on the cargo deck sprawling. Paul saw the cloth canopy approaching and hoped it wasn’t particularly heavy or strong. It was neither, they ripped up and out without a shiver. Sunlight blasted in through the opening.
-o-
Julia was on the cargo deck helping the ship crewman load one of the wounded into the rather crude cargo lift when she heard yells from outside, followed a second later by an explosion. She grabbed the weapon she had left behind and headed for the hatch.
Without warning the floor tilted and dragged her down, she collapsed to her knees like everyone else on the deck. The world outside was moving! Soundlessly the huge structure she had called a spacecraft without fully understanding what that had to mean was flying. With no roar or flames of rockets it was flying, she could hear a far away rushing growl but that was all. Then they were dropping towards the burning wreckage of one of the all terrains and the stunned fighters around it. There was a grinding screeching thump and the floor hit her again. As she levered herself up she saw the ex militia troop running full out for their savior.
Julia saw Sunil, helping the female corporal who was dragging a bloody leg. They were almost the last in, a dozen hands pulling them up to safety; people went down with rifles pointed out ready to repel any other boarders.
Then the amplified baritone of the ships commander yelled, “Lift out!” and the floor attacked her again. Pinioned by acceleration that had to be two or three times normal Julia struggled to turn so she could see out the hatch. Concrete walls fell around them and there was a huge tearing as they punched up through the fabric roof. A slug of fresh air rushed through the hatch, and then it slammed shut.
“Everyone to the ladders or get in the blasted baskets, this deck ain’t airtight, we’ll be breathin’ vacuum in a few minutes,” yelled the burly gray haired old man who had been leaping around getting people moving on the cargo deck....cargo deck, on a spaceship….she could hardly pull her mind off that thought.
-o-
Paul rolled the thrust down and pressed the controller sideways taking them towards the sea. “Everyone get off the cargo deck and into the cabin, the cargo area isn’t pressurized and I cannot get altitude with you down there.”
Patsy had brought up a map, “From what I remember of the discussions in the back of the truck the resistance holds some areas on the far side of these mountains, we can go over the mountains but we’ll have to break ten thousand feet to do that.”
“We’ll play helicopter for a while, keep at this altitude and follow the coast until everyone’s up then we’ll do a powered ballistic over the top, we’ll make a hell of a racket going over but I’m beyond caring. There are going to be a hell of a lot of UFO sightings in the old town tonight but screw it, I don’t give a rat’s ass any more. And when we’re done dropping these people off we’re taking the Alexis back to the US. I think LAX still lets private aircraft land.”
Patsy sighed, “I’m with you boss; Julia, Dr. Fleck and Sunil are all Human Freedom Foundation people, they flew in for what they thought was a meeting with a local leader to discuss medical and food aid and got ambushed. The local guerillas came to bust them out but they got the shit shot out of them getting in. The Staff’s and the Admiral General have been systematically murdering people to take their land, including New Port bay! This has gone far beyond anything the Elders could have known about!”
Paul wasn’t going to argue, though he had his doubts about the last.
Raoul came in from his check, “Hey, get out of my seat girl, you belong up front,” Patsy unstrapped and moved forward, he slipped into the seat in front of the engineering panel, he flicked a look down the threat receiver rack.
Paul glanced over his shoulder, “How are the passengers?”
Raoul grimaced, “Most are fine, a bit overawed, but there are a couple of pretty badly hurt people. I told the doctor that he can use the bed over here but for now he wants them with him. One of the soldiers is rather badly burnt, probably not fatal, but I think takeoff was rough on him and the others. Charlie and Stevie are helping to get them settled.”
The comm panel cheeped, then, “Richards, that was a stupid move!”
Paul shook his head, “Halberg, you had kidnapped Aristides granddaughter and some other NGO people, what the hell were you thinking.”
“Screw that...”
“Ricky, you scum sucking, thieving murderous psychopath, if it is the last thing I do on this earth I will see you kicking air as the rope throttles you!” The pretty blond was standing in the cockpit, fists balled, body shaking, every line and motion seething fury.
“Oh, hey Julia, nice to know you survived this disaster as well,” Halberg’s mockery was thick, then his tone turned cold and commanding, “Richards, turn that flying shit hauler around and bring my guests and their jungle rat friends back here. If you do I won’t press to hard to have you and your crew disciplined, especially if the pretty red head’s accommodating.”
Patsy went red then white.
They were at nine thousand feet and moving laterally, following the curve of the coast towards the resistance’s bastion at about sixty miles an hour. The Alexis was shivering faintly and unfamiliarly as she bulled her unaerodynamic way through the air. The deck was canted at a slight angle and shifted uncomfortably under them as the ship wobbled.
“Halberg, I don’t know what the hell it is you think you are doing, who you think you are, or even what you’ve done, though I can imagine a lot. But I do know you don’t have any way of making me turn back. So, go screw yourself.” Paul shut the comm channel down and looked over at Patsy, then Raoul, looking around the rather distracting figure of their unannounced guest, “Raoul, what do the threat receivers say?”
Patsy was scanning the various exterior cameras, “Don’t see anything outside, and don’t think anyone’s shooting at us.”
Julia was calming down, she laughed shortly, “You probably wouldn’t see them if they were. Modern ammo’s hard to see.”
“Been shot at much?” Raoul asked almost snidely.
“In theater a couple of times flying evac, but more flying for the Huff,” she used the common nickname for the Human Freedom Foundation.
Before he could get over his red face Raoul swore softly, “We have a radar tracking us from seaward, long range, high altitude; I think it’s a US airborne command and control system. I’m getting a dwell so he’s tracking us, I think he’s painting us against the background, he may be picking up glints off the mobile camera mounts as well.”
“Range?”
“Over the visual horizon, probably, more than a hundred miles, there may be fast movers closer in.” Raoul replied tightly.
Stevie spoke from the doorway, “Everyone but Miss Chisholm’s strapped down in the cabin boss, and the airlock’s closed up. We have a bit of an issue though, only suits for the crew. We weren’t expecting passengers this run.”
Paul sighed and shook his head, “Ok, we’ll have to violate safety protocols. Nothing seems to be damaged.”
Stevie snorted, “Guess so. Ah boss, people want some words with you.”
“Mr. Richards?” The deep voice was quiet, almost contrite. Paul glanced over his shoulder to see Doctor Fleck standing braced in the cockpit doorway. Sunil behind him. The doctor’s face was deeply drawn with fatigue and grief, “First, I want to most abjectly apologize for how I reacted on the ground, to you and Patsy. I was just letting fear rule me, I feel terrible.”
Patsy turned, “I’m sorry Dr. Fleck, I should have tried to explain that you weren’t going to see anything conventional, I just couldn’t figure out how to explain the Alexis without you all thinking I was nuts.”
A snorting laugh, “I can well imagine…I still don’t believe it and I’m inside her. You appear to have violated just about everything I thought I knew about classic, or not so classic, physics.”
Paul laughed as well, “We try not to violate too many basic laws, just bend a few.” He drew a breath against the semi-hysterical desire to go on laughing, “We can discuss this at length at some future time, you can buy me a few beers sometime and I’ll try and explain it all. How are your people, the wounded?”
“Not good, one of the wounded soldiers is pretty badly burnt and one of my nurses took a bullet through the torso, she needs a hospital or I may lose her. Is there any way you can take us to some major city? Someplace in Australia?”
Paul tapped a map display up, “Sydney’s almost as close as anywhere, but I can get you to LA almost as quickly, less than two hours?”
He heard the hissing of indrawn breaths behind him, an infantile part of him wanted to grin, it felt good to be back in control of all this power and speed again.
“LA would be very good; Orange County Methodist has one of the best burn and trauma centers in the world. I can keep them stable that long, if you don’t have to accelerate any harder than you did when taking off?”
Paul shook his head, “That was unusual, we’re no speed demon in atmosphere and steady as she goes is just as good when you’re in space. I’ll keep it to a gravity or so unless someone starts shooting at us.”
“Good, LA then?”
“LA it is Doctor, Patsy?”
She nodded, “Already got it plotted boss, no problem, we’ll need to call in though, you planning on landing at the hospital?”
“Why have the ability to land just about anywhere and not use it, hey?” Paul let a little bit of the bubbling hysteria surface and then clamped down on it.
Raoul sounded tense, “We need to scram boss, I’m getting other radar glints, fast movers coming in.”
“Patsy, if you would be so kind, and don’t worry too much about the sound footprint, Just don’t peel off the skin panels, OK?”
“Executing boss.” The floor righted itself and steadied but started to press up harder.
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Death and Enigmas from the Sky
Two hundred nautical miles away and five hours earlier, the Captain of the MV Constance had walked out onto the bridge wing and lighted his pipe as he looked out at the sea. Glad to see the green waters of the relative shallows transitioning to the blue of the deeps. Much of the ocean around here was very deep but strings of atolls made it a maze of shallows, one of the reasons the shipping lane they were following was not heavily used.
He dragged in a lungful of smoke from his pipe and leaned on the railing, looking forward so could see the ground crew working on the number two helicopter. The Captain, an aging Filipino with a long and successful career behind him, grinned around the pipe’s stem. He’d had adventures before, but he’d never figured he’d get to command an aircraft carrier. The whole idea had given him a kick from the day he was first approached by an old friend.
The company of marine fabricators in Chile had done a good job; they’d taken a lot of old cargo containers and disassembled them into panels, then used those panels to cover a steel framed structure built to hold the two helicopters. The assembled unit and a helo pad had been fastened down to a layer of standard containers and the whole thing painted to look like containers.
The only bad thing was that he had had to fill the ballast tanks and one of the fuel bunkers with water to get the ship down to a believable load line. Otherwise, he’d have raised the eyebrows of any Coast Guard, Navy or Customs sailors who even glanced at his ship. As it was he had to avoid going anywhere he’d be likely to get a hostile inspection since the hangar and landing deck were easy enough to spot once you were on board.
The HFF had friends around the world and there were local ports he could sail into without questions being raised but he knew the ruse wouldn’t last forever. It might not even be the Palalo Sadong Navy; the Australians, the Americans and the Philippines all kept an eye on these waters and once a question was raised it was likely a naval craft would stop by.
He kept an eye on the nearest Aussie and US Navy ships, if the visit was by the Palalo Sadong Navy he would call for help. The PSN was a professional force, with several meticulously maintained corvettes and missile patrol boats, but they had a reputation for ruthless action.
The Captain looked around as the door from the bridge opened, the tall Englishman in charge of the flight operations came out, “Hey Philippe.” He looked tense.
The Captain smiled, “Problem Spense?”
“Julia’s chopper hasn’t reported in.”
“Emcon.” The old sea hand replied, meaning emission control, radio silence.
“We had a pre arranged signal, it’s overdue.” He took a deeper breath, “The Solarsaur’s gone off the air as well, a few minutes ago.”
The Captain felt a chill, went to a microphone, “Watch, any sign of PSN?”
“Nada Cap.”
The captain hesitated, and then realized he had a very bad feeling, he looked at Spenser Featherstone. His face grim he put the mic to his mouth, “Helm, make for the Ginda Gap and the open sea, turns for full speed.”
Spense almost protested then turned with a jerk, looking out over the sea, his eyes unseeing as he tried to decide how things could be going so badly wrong.
-o-
The threat the Constance’s Captain and Spenser Featherstone should have feared was far away in an unexpected direction. A prismatic shape fell across the vacuum of near earth space. The platform was black with four identical triangular faces, no photovoltaic arrays, no high gain antennas, not even a rocket motor bell marred its geometric perfection. The shape had been in orbit for almost six months, high above the normal orbital altitudes, shifting its orbital plane almost constantly to keep from over-flying any of the known space observation posts spotted around the world.
Occasionally it had opened a port and a massive telescope had peered down at the world below, and it had sent the information it collected back to its masters over a laser link. Over that same link had come the orders it was now executing.
The platform had cut its orbital velocity and now it was diving earthward, its vector pointed at a stretch of deep water a hundred miles off Palalo Sadong. The platform received a last update, made a slight change in trajectory, and then a door in one side popped open. Then, instead of ejecting the weapons hidden in the bay, the platform let them go and maneuvered away.
Then the platform fell up and away, lost in an instant against the black of space. The weapons were oddly prosaic shapes, from a distance they looked like golf tees. Each one had a simple terminal guidance radar built into the wide band at the ‘cup’ end. Lethal chip brains in each weapon selected slightly different aim points to make sure they didn’t all miss if something went wrong.
Cruising at a steady speed on a steady course the Constance was a trivial target, big, slow, a collection of metallic reflectors on a flat plate, meat on a platter.
The impactors fell steeply earthward. Moving four times faster than a rifle bullet to start with they were pulled down ever faster by gravity. In the last instants of the fall thickening atmosphere started to compress and air trapped at their surfaces heated, the aerobodies’ skins glowed and started to burn away. The air slowed the weapons but their elongated shapes were designed to maintain maximum velocity. Nearing the sea they were still moving at many times the speed of sound, darts of fire, falling ahead of the sound of their approach.
Both the Captain and Featherstone were looking astern and to port, towards Palalo Sadong as the death requested as a ‘token of respect’ fell towards them. It would have made no difference if they had seen the first spark high in the sky. As it was, the first intimation the Captain had of something wrong was the Englishman suddenly stiffening, and saying, “What the hell?” It was then that Captain saw the reflection of a flare, or flares, frowning he turned to look but never completed the movement.
A ton of carefully shaped reinforced concrete slammed into the stern house of the MV Constance at something over ten thousand feet per second. The shape was heavy and strong enough to survive atmospheric reentry, but not impact with a structure. It disintegrated into a shower of white hot gravel as it passed through the top deck, dissolving into an expanding fist of destruction punching down through the ship’s guts.
The Captain and Featherstone were standing only a few feet away from that path of destruction. The shockwave and searing cloud of gasified debris splashing away from the impact erased them both. Then the weapon passed through the center of the ship’s passenger and crew cabins. Almost fifty men, women and children died without ever knowing they were doomed. The white hot fist blew through the ship’s bottom and inflated a vast, momentary cavity in the sea below.
The second hit was almost in the center of the landing deck, the initial entry was only a few feet across, the fireball blew a hole almost fifty feet in diameter through the bottom of the hull. Shockwaves from the impact spread outward from the cone of obliteration, blasting cargo containers apart and rupturing the hull structure. The third passed through the hangar, annihilating aircraft and crew before carving a savage wound channel through the ship.
The sound of destruction was titanic, a boom, a roar that was beyond sound, over in seconds but seeming to last forever. By the time the sounds faded towards the horizon the MV Constance had vanished, the few survivors of the initial impact dragged to their doom by the gutted ruin’s collapse into the deeps.
A few items bobbed on the heaving surface of the disrupted sea. Little that could be tied directly to the Constance. The cataclysmic thunder of her death hammered out across the ocean, somewhat smeared by surrounding shallows. The oceans heaving surface quickly healed itself and in a few minutes only memories remained.
-US Navy Task Force 10, Southern Pacific-
Four hundred miles to the west an E2-M Hawkeye Millennium flew in slow circles between Palalo Sadong City and the USS Ronald Reagan’s Battle Group. The Hawkeye’s omnidirectional radar, mounted in a massive flying saucer above the fuselage, was scanning vast reaches of the region, tracking friend and potential foe, from slow moving vessels on the sea to supersonic fighters in the rarefied air of the upper stratosphere.
While there were crewmen aboard the Hawkeye they were focused on controlling the Raygun’s fighters and helicopters, which were involved in a complex mock battle. The aircraft’s radar data was linked back to aircraft carrier’s combat information center where spurious data received a lot more attention.
Deep in the Ronald Reagan’s bowels Lieutenant Chester Plimson watched with wide eyes as his three-dimensional display showed a bar of light strike down through the upper reaches of the Earth’s atmosphere to vanish below the horizon. He didn’t know the precise details of what he had just seen but he knew that the radar beam was reflecting off the ionized trail of something punching down through the Earth’s atmosphere at far too high a velocity.
A tone and light attracted his attention to the subsidiary screen, he read it ‘high Mach number ballistic reentry, probable weapon impact, target unknown, anomalous track, no launch point solution, impact point solution only.’ A series of numbers followed, identifying a rough impact point. Chet looked at his map, whatever it had been, it had come down in the open sea.
Chet dithered for hardly a second before tapping the button that connected his mic to the officer of the watch, “Ah, Commander Atkins? This is the airborne radar monitor station, Lieutenant Plimson, could you come over here, right now Ma’am.”
The commanders bob of graying black hair appeared in his view in a few seconds, “What is it Chet?”
He tapped up the rewind, showing the weapon fall, “Way down range, it fell in the middle of the sea ma’am but it had to be a ballistic missile. Too slow for a meteorite, too slow and too steep for stuff falling out of orbit, too fast and too steep for anything else.”
“Shit,” The commander swore under her breath when she saw the track report. She tapped a button on her wrist pad, “Senso, we have a radar anomaly, I want to see if the hydrophones pick up anything...ah.” She glanced at the time stamp and obviously did a mental calculation, “About twenty minutes or so, link over to the pickets, tell them to make sure they’re recording their take,” she listened for a moment, nodding to herself, then, “….yeah. Then get up to the Hawkeye check station as soon as you can.” She stepped away and turned her back to Chet as she tapped up another line.
Lieutenant Commander Bill Davis, the sensor officer, was at Chet’s other shoulder in what seemed like a very short time and the lieutenant mutely replayed the Hawkeye’s track. Davis whistled softly, “Something big…tried any enhancements yet Lieutenant?”
Chet shook his head, “Ah…no sir.” He felt his ears heat up at the oversight.
“Try the standard filters on the data.”
“Aye sir,” Chet selected the track and pointed the computer at it, calling up the routines that would parse the data in various abstruse ways. Over the next minutes a series of oddly distorted images appeared on the secondary screen. One stood out, showing the stroke falling down, but the head of the line was faintly elongated and the track it left behind was lacy with three fairly distinct threads. Chet hissed, “Three of them coming down together, and they didn’t deviate a milirad the whole way, they had to be under control!”
“No way would anything natural have behaved that way, that’s for sure.” The voice was deeper and from Chet’s other shoulder, making the junior lieutenant want to jump to attention. Admiral Foote had a tendency to elicit that response from just about everyone, including the occasional congressman or woman.
“Crap, what the hell is going on Clancy? First that damned laser shoot down in the ‘Stan last evening, now this.” That gravelly voice made Chet want to cower; Captain Randolph Welch, the Ronald Reagan’s skipper, hardly ever sounded happy, right now he sounded ready to chew rocks - or junior officers.
Commander Davis patted Chet on the shoulder as he spoke to the growing cluster of senior officers, “I can link this track into the conference room, maybe we can chew things over there, we have some time till we hear something.”
Chet watched the senior officers move off. He watched his screen for a few minutes then he tapped his comm pad, “Hey Alicia, you on the acoustics?”
“Yes Chet, you the reason for the sudden excitement?” She sounded ticked; he could imagine her pushing her anachronistic dark rimmed glasses back up her blade slim nose as she spoke down it to him. He had a thing for the slender, fair-haired subsurface warfare officer, but he hadn’t yet figured out how to say anything about it to her face.
“Yeah, somebody dropped three guided warheads out of orbit into the middle of the ocean a few minutes ago. No flash bang of a nuke, no obvious targets, might have been a ship out there but I don’t have access to SEA TRACK.”
She sighed, “There’s something there all right, twin slow turning screws, a big freighter of some kind. Lieutenant Commander Richards just about went ballistic a couple of minutes ago and lit out for the conference room like his ass was on fire. Looks like whatever it is, it’s been doing a long circuit track off the east coast for the last week or so and nobody noticed.”
“OK, well let me know if anything interesting turns up?”
“Unless I’m told not to, you’ll be the first to hear Chet.” Her line closed with a chirp.
He leaned back watching his screen. Listening to the mutter of orders and messages passing around the big command space, he could sense the sudden surge of intensity. Of course he could see it as well on his screen, aircraft pulling away from their war games and forming up into protective arrays, the choppers were dispersing back to their ships. Three fighters with a tanker in pursuit were racing to the east, directly towards the site of the weapon impacts. He felt the shiver running through the ship as the big electromagnetic catapults that had replaced the original steam system during the last refit hurled aircraft off the flight deck.
Chet almost lost track of time, then there was chirp in his earphone, “Chet you there?” Alicia sounded tired.
“Yes?”
“Listen to this,” her voice was short, angry. It was followed by a thunderclap of sound that made Chet flinch, that initial assault was followed by string of terrible, deep metallic tearing screams and thumps that faded rapidly into the background cacophony of the ocean.
Alicia’s voice returned, tired again, “That was our two anomalies meeting each other Chet. My bet is, a bunch of people just died,” a sigh, “talk to you later.” Her line chirped closed.
-o-
It was now early night, the sea around the Reagan dark. Deep in the carrier’s interior, Lieutenant Chester Plimson was again surrounded by a group of very senior officers as they all watched another anomaly with growing disbelief. Whatever it was had been acting like some kind of large, stealthy helicopter for about fifteen minutes. He’d vectored a flight of Lightning II’s in to take a closer look and the thing had decided to act like a rocket ship! It was climbing vertically, accelerating vertically, it had also suddenly become a much smaller target, he would have suspected a launch by some kind of mother ship but there was no secondary target.
Commander Davis spoke quietly, “Damn it, the Ocean Hawks are both over on the other coast, what I’d give for a good optical look at whatever the hell that is!” He hesitated, then tapped his comm pad, “Green Flight Lead have you spotted the bogey yet? It’s angels seventy and climbing off your nose.”
“Nothing Senso,” the pilot sounded frustrated.
“Green Flight Lead, activate your sensor net node.”
“Active Senso,” The Reagan battle groups sensor net locked up with the fighter, making it far less stealthy but also allowing the Wildcat’s computer to point its sensors at the target before it could see it. The pilots voice was satisfied, “Got it.”
“Pull up and see if you can get a look with your electro-optic system.”
“Roger that, executing.” There was a long pause then in one of the screens above Chet’s workstation an image appeared. An enigmatic black diamond shape, next to the optical image was an infrared image of a yellow rimmed green diamond with a faint blue trail, all set against the royal blue black of space.
“What the hell?” Commander Davis swore his voice suddenly rough.
“What? What do you see Commander?” The captain barked.
“Where’s the exhaust plume for Christ’s sake, why didn’t I see that before? The damn thing’s climbing like a bat out of hell but what’s propelling it? There isn’t even much of a wake?”
Chet had kept his focus on his job better this time around; he’d been running analysis almost from the second he first spotted the oddly glinting black spot flying along the Palalo Sadong coastline. “Uh, sir we have an issue.”
“What the hell else?” The Captain snarled.
“Sir, my extrapolation is that, if it continues to accelerate at its current rate on its current course, well, whatever it is, it’ll pass directly over central LA in a couple of hours.”
“Oh, goddamned wonderful.” Someone said sotto voce.
The Admiral had been a quiet spectator to this point, “Get me a line to WestCom and NorthCom. We may have a missile intercept to set up.”
Commander Davis spoke quietly. “Have to be one of the cruisers at San Diego; this thing will be coming from too far south for the Alaskan sites coverage. One of our CG’s could take it down right now sir; it’s not accelerating very fast. It’ll be a tail chase but I bet we’ve got a window for some time yet.”
“My thoughts exactly Commander. But I can’t shoot without at least giving someone else a chance to comment.” The admiral glanced around at his chief of staff, “Call the California Mike, tell the captain to set up a couple of anti-missile shots.”
The Admiral and Captain moved a few paces away.
Chet leaned forward, tapped an icon, “Sir, the bogey is changing course sir, and increasing acceleration.
Davis leaned over Chet’s shoulder, “Wonder what he’s doing?”
“Might be pulling up to do a loop over and land back at the airport he took off from?” Chet suggested.
“Maybe, but he’s going to have to do a more radical change than that to accomplish it.”
The Admiral had been speaking quietly with someone far away; now he moved up, “Change in the situation?”
“He’s no longer on a course that’ll take him over the ConUS sir. But I’m not sure what he is doing. He may be trying to break our track…Yeah if he didn’t know precisely where we were he’d do that. He knows we’re north of the island, thinks he’ll wipe off our trail by crossing back over the island.”
“And he will won’t he?” The Admiral pointed out.
“Yeah, no doubt about it.”
“Admiral!” a call from across the floor of the combat information center.
The admiral turned, “Yes?”
“The Space Track Overhead Radar’s picking up targets sir. In near earth orbit sir! Three small bogeys in formation, maneuvering, decelerating for an intercept of bogey one.” There was disbelief in the other lieutenant’s voice.
“Oh for crying out loud! What the hell is going on?” the Captain nearly screamed.
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Greetings
Raoul sounded worried, “We aren’t losing the radar track Paul, he’s got us pegged and he’s dwelling long enough every cycle to get a paint on us. The fast movers are falling away but I think they might have gotten a look at us, the F35’s got a good electro-optical package in its belly and I think they maneuvered to get a look at us before breaking away.”
“I wish I had a radar, I want to know where that damned battle group is, if we go over the top of it they might take it as a threat and pop off an anti-missile shot at us.”
Patsy coughed, “Ah…they might anyway, I didn’t kink our course, if they do an orbital prediction they’ll know we’re headed for the continental US!”
“Oh crap…I didn’t even think about that. Damnit! What’s our altitude?”
“Passing through a hundred thousand feet, at mach three Boss.”
Paul tapped his comm pad, “Doctor, I hate to say this but we may need to take some major evasive maneuvers, strap everyone down.” He looked at Patsy, “roll in more thrust, break back towards the south, the Fleet’s not going to be in that direction and it’ll pull our path away from the US.”
Patsy nodded her fingers already flying over her workstation.
“Alexis this is Fighter One, do you receive me.”
Paul almost jumped out of his seat, then he recognized Helena’s voice, he saw the green of the receive channel. He felt another sinking sensation in his stomach, separate from the one caused by the increase in acceleration and change in direction. Given their current circumstances he wished he felt good about hearing her voice. He tapped the comm. “Receiving you loud and clear Helena.”
“Colonel Olarik is very glad that you managed to extract Miss Chisholm from the Admiral General’s care Mr. Richards, but has some questions about your current course. He would like you to return to Luna Haven.”
“Helena, this whole thing is getting out of hand, you have to know that. A little public scrutiny and openness can only do good at this point.”
A sigh, “Mr. Richards you are really not in a position to make that sort of decision. You are ordered to return your spacecraft to Luna Haven.”
Paul shook his head at the speaker, “I have thirty some people aboard, several seriously wounded and in need of hospitalization. I have no space suits aboard; it’s not safe for me to make a Luna Landing at this time. If you really insist I’ll just drop the people off and then take the Alexis back, I’m sure my crew’ll accept the risks.”
“Mr. Richards you have your orders, you will comply or I will start shooting, I will try and avoid killing anyone but you know that’s going to be difficult.”
Paul opened his mouth to argue but found he didn’t really have anything to say. He glanced at Patsy, back at Raoul, both looked at him helplessly, none of them had any good ideas.
Closing his eyes Paul took a deep breath, “Patsy plot a fast orbit for Luna Haven, I hope the low gravity of the moon will offset the lack of a real trauma center for the wounded.”
Helena sounded almost sympathetic, “Good decision Mr. Richards, and don’t worry about the warships below, we’ll take care of any missiles they fire.”
Paul sighed, “Thanks.”
-o-
Julia moved slowly and carefully, she was frightened by the thought of a heavy fall at what had to be two gravities, she’d be lucky to escape with just bruises. But she was too stubborn to stop following and assisting the even more stubborn Doctor Fleck. The big Doctor was currently checking Sunil’s leg while Julia made sure the Corporal was as comfortable as possible. The girl, for she was no more than that, seemed to be asleep; she was looking drawn but not in excessive pain, unlike the young soldier who had been burnt by the diesel fuel, who was whimpering even in deep, drug induced sleep.
She moved slowly over to the temporary bed where Sunil was laid out. The tall militia captain was either unconscious or asleep; one of the nurses was hovering protectively next to him, though she looked peaceful enough. She caught Julia looking at her and winked with a smile. Julia couldn’t help smiling back.
The deck shifted under her and Julia reflexively grabbed onto something and got ready to fall. But the shift was slight, and suddenly she felt almost weightless. Fleck grunted, and relaxed from his sudden tense crouch. It was good to know he’d been just as worried. They were still under acceleration, a flex of her leg told her they might still be accelerating at more than one G, though not by much.
Whatever the Alexis Aurora’s propulsion system was it so overmatched anything she had ever heard of before that it was almost comic. She looked around again, feeling oddly comfortable. In many ways the interior of the ship was very much like the inside of an air freighter. The cabin was about the same diameter, the interior ‘wall’ panels were the same tough textured fiberglass and the floor was coated with similar heavy duty rubberized matting with lots of freight anchors.
The front section of the cabin had a small kitchen area, very like the one in an airliner; the rear of the cabin had two toilets and a toilet shower combination. Four rows of four seats at the front took up about a third of the remaining floor space, the rest was open. The seven wounded were laid out on mattresses and bedding with freight straps holding them down against any radical maneuvering.
One of the two older men from Paul’s crew appeared next to her, he was frowning, “Must have gotten clear without anyone popping one off at us I guess.” His voice was deep and familiar, he sounded like her dad’s ranch hands.
Julia nodded, “I suppose so, hope we didn’t have to change course too radically?”
He shrugged and grinned bashfully at her, “Don’t know about that Miss, the Cap or Patsy could probably tell you the change in velocity vector by the seat of their pants but I’m no pilot, just an old wire slinger, came along to patch up the ‘Beam over in the ‘Stan.”
“One of your other ships went down in the ‘Stan?” Julia asked, the bottom dropping out of her stomach.
“Yeah, Micah’s crew got too close to some fellah’s with a machine cannon. Could ‘a been a real mess but we were lucky. ‘Beam’s engineer couldn’t get her back up but the Cap and Raoul had her fixed up in a few minutes once we got down to her.”
Julia could only think of one reason one of Aristide Industries space-freighters would be down in the ‘Stan, gun running, and she hated gun running with a passion.
Her ears popped faintly and the forward cross-compartment door opened. Paul Richards stepped through and glanced around, he smiled confidently and raised his voice, “We’re out of any danger folks, acceleration should remain steady for awhile. Just like on a normal airliner, I suggest you stay in your seat with your seatbelt on unless you have a reason to be moving around.”
Having said his piece he moved forward, past the last row of seats; the smile faded to a much grimmer expression. “Ms. Chisholm, could I have some of your time, I’d like to talk to you, Dr. Fleck and Sunil.”
Julia flicked her head towards the Doctor who was back at the end tending to one of the seriously injured, “Certainly Mr. Richards, Dr. Fleck’s involved with the soldier who was burnt.”
A nearby bundle of cloth unfolded and Sunil got up with a grimace, “Mr. Richards.”
Before the Moonship pilot could say more Julia spoke up, her voice a little harsh,
“Do you fly weapons into the ‘Stan Mr. Richards?”.
He hesitated, looked away from her his face tired. For some reason her heart sank, then he spoke, “No I don’t Ms. Chisholm,” he sighed, “Unfortunately I can’t say the same in general for Aristide Industries, or the Moonships. As Charlie may have told you, one of our ships was ambushed and we had to go and rescue it, that’s what started this whole mess.”
“Why? With all this power, with the ability to open space up for the human race why would you stoop to trading in blood?” She kept control of her voice, barely.
A shrug, “Why does any corporation do what it does? To make money,” he looked at her with a fierce expression but pleading eyes, “I wish I could say I didn’t know....I didn’t at first, a lot of people don’t have a clue. But it was part of the package, the dream paid for in blood.”
“Please believe me, we didn’t know! Not at first,” his mouth twisted, “I, and a few others, wondered where all the money came from. But we were so deep in the dream we couldn’t make ourselves look at what was going on. For a while, I thought Richard Aristide was gutting his own company, bad, but I could ignore it. Then I found out about the mercenary work, but hell even the US State department uses mercenaries these days! I didn’t like that but I was too wrapped up in what I was doing. It was only a tiny step to condoning gun running.”
Sunil snorted, “The boiled frog argument, turn the temperature up slowly till suddenly, you’re soup? That is getting a bit used, Mr. Richards.” But his voice was tired more than angry.
Julia waved a hand, “But you could have blown the market for space access open, every government in the world would have been begging you to loft satellites. NASA would be all over you to help with their renovation of the space station and getting some of the cargoes up to the LaGrange observatory now the Space Tug fleet’s shut down because Beagle blew up.”
“Would they? Maybe, but they would have slapped all sorts of restrictions and rules on us and we’d have been crawling with auditors and bureaucrats. Aristide Industries would implode and somebody else would have bought up the wreckage, claiming the Paaly Stacks for themselves, put their own team on it and kicked us out,” he replied firmly, as if he knew this for a fact.
Julia’s mind blanked for a moment, “What is a Paaly Stack?” her voice was commendably even, she thought.
He pointed at the ceiling, “The Stacks are the power and propulsion system for the Moonships.” He grimaced, “They’re kind of hard to explain, they burn hydrogen like a fusion reactor for power, a kind of waste product of the reaction are temporary magnetic monopoles which interact with magnets to provide the thrust. It’s effectively a reactionless drive, though in fact it isn’t.”
“Why do you call it the Paaly Stack?” she asked gently.
He glanced at her, puzzled by her flip-flop in mood. “The core discovery was made by a friend of mine, Cooper Paaly.” He grinned faintly, “A stubborn old coot,” the grin died, and he sighed, “and someone you’re going to meet fairly soon.”
She wanted to giggle but kept on gamely, “Why would I be meeting him soon?”
“Because he’s on the moon, been there for several months, and that’s where we are presently heading.”
“WHAT?” Her mood flipped from amusement at fate to anger, “We’re heading for LA to get the wounded to a trauma center, not taking a couple of days to fly to the moon.”
He shrugged, “Actually we are accelerating for the moon right now, and the trip takes about four hours at this acceleration.”
Fleck had heard the discussion and came over, his face thunderous, “We have seriously hurt people here, people who need a world class hospital soon, you said LA?”
“I’m sorry Dr Fleck, I don’t have an option, there are three space fighters escorting us back, the flight leader gave me no option, though I told her we have wounded.”
Julia had been about to interrupt but this stopped her cold, she felt numb, space freighters, so of course space fighters. Paul looked at them, “I came back here to talk to you. Why was Halberg holding you captive?”
He looked at Julia but Sunil, who had been standing silent, answered, “Halberg’s just a flunky. We were being held by the Admiral General and the Crimson Staff.”
Julia nodded, “I flew Sunil and Dr Fleck to a meeting with a tribal council in the mountains, or that was what we thought it was. Instead it was a trap, the Nightstalkers; the Palalo Sadong Special Forces, had us almost as soon as we landed. Halberg, the bastard, was the pilot who flew the chopper back to New Port. Probably because the Admiral General didn’t want anyone in the capital to know they had us and New Port’s pretty much deserted.”
“Oh, I thought maybe you were here with Aristide Industries?”
Fleck smiled grimly, “No, we’re here with the Human Freedom Foundation and Medics without Frontiers. We didn’t know that Aristide was a player here until Halberg started needling Julia.” He looked at Julia rather grimly, “I didn’t know Julia was Richard’s granddaughter until then!”
Paul jumped in, “OK, but Julia, you are Aristide’s granddaughter you might have swing I don’t.” He suddenly looked angry, frustrated, “Look I’ve been all but imprisoned at Luna Haven for some time because they no longer trust me. The only reason I was down was because the ‘Beam got shot up and they needed me to get her off before she was captured.”
Julia looked at him, realizing that he was doing the best he could in trying circumstances. Like most people he was simply making the best of the situation.
Fleck snorted, glanced at her, “How close are you to your grandfather? Do you think he’d listen to you?”
She shrugged, “We’ve met over the years. He’s got a weird relationship with grandma; she ran away from him with my mother and aunt when they were toddlers. These days she runs a network of shelters for battered and homeless women. He doesn’t speak to her but does support the shelters. He provided his kids and us grandkids with trusts for education and getting a start, he sends a small present and card for Christmas and birthdays. Better than many but he’s not exactly your warm cuddly grandpa type. He’s an opinionated, stubborn and impatient man.”
“Is he likely to let you get killed to keep his secret though?” asked Fleck coldly.
Julia shrugged, “I don’t know Doctor, I’d hope not…but I’m not sure…especially knowing what I know now.” She said, her mood turning bleak.
Paul touched her shoulder, she glanced up to see that he was looking sympathetic; she supposed he’d been doing some painful reappraisals of his own recently. She smiled, “Let’s go see if we can talk to him, shall we?”
-o-
An hour later she sat trying to tamp down her fury. The woman in command of the fighters had simply stonewalled, and when Paul had tried to call Earth they had found that someone had disabled their permissions into the clandestine, satellite based communication net that Aristide Industries had established. They had tried to call Luna and found that receiver was ignoring their signals as well. .
Doctor Fleck had stamped off after the first few minutes, when he found yelling at the woman in command of the fighters both pointless and far from satisfying.
Julia found it hard to remain absorbed by her anger, even given the life and death situation, when sitting on the bridge of a real spacecraft. She was sitting in a cramped little jump seat across from a tall, half familiar rack of equipment. She hadn’t asked but she could guess that it had the same function as the racks mounted in many HFF aircraft, extempore threat receiver systems built up using commercial test equipment and software.
Paul was sitting next to the bank of equipment his fingers tapping on the worn and scarred work surface next to an ordinary and much worn keyboard. His eyes were downcast, his brow furrowed with a frown. His eyes were a true brown, the rich brown of some exotic heartwood. The most arresting feature in a face that was neither handsome nor ugly, a normal face, of someone you felt at home with almost instantly. It was a face she wanted to trust.
Pulling her mind off a rather pointless track Julia asked a question she had been hard pressed from screaming at him earlier, “Why don’t you have a conventional radio aboard? I understand the lasercomm for normal use, but no backup, no rescue radio, no beacon even?”
She saw an attractive wry grin now, “There is one aboard, in the disaster locker, but it would take hours for us to rig up. That’s intentional, we didn’t want any conventional radios in the normal stack because of the chances for a mistake giving the show away, and the temptation would be there to use it when the lasercomm’s balky, which it is on a regular basis. If things go so badly wrong that you need that radio you’ll either be dead long before anyone could rescue you or you have plenty of time for rescue, if it’s possible.”
Julia looked at the big displays in front of Patsy and Raoul. Half showed pictures of Luna and Earth as they would appear from outside and the rest showed their trajectory, or rather the path they were following since they were still under power. It also showed their velocity, almost 30 miles a second and increasing, an almost inconceivable speed, over a hundred thousand miles an hour! She hoped they didn’t run into anything.
“Humbling to try and understand what that number really means,” Paul said sympathetically.
Julia saw the tired pouches under his eyes, the way one of the eyelids sagged a little more than the other. Noting that his eyelashes were long and dark enough to make many a woman weep, even though he was all but bald on top and his remaining hair was turning gray.
He started to blush as he noticed her stare. She reached over to touch his arm, blurting out the first thing that came to mind, “I was thinking that it would be a bit grim if we hit anything at this speed.”
The wry grin was very attractive, “Wouldn’t worry about it too much, we’ll hit a few microscopic grains today but the skin’ll deal with it easily. We’ve been tracking impacts over the months and unless the statistical distribution of particle size is skewed for some reason we figure that it’ll be sometime in the next century before anyone takes a catastrophic hit even if space travel expands at an arithmetic rate,- and that assumes we don’t design some kind of collision avoidance radar system.”
Julia chewed on this mentally for some time, staring at him again, this time, though his face began to redden even more, he didn’t look away. “You did that calculation didn’t you?”
Paul’s blush was truly awesome by now but he didn’t look away, “Yeah, trying to figure out whether we needed to dedicate the resources to designing a collision avoidance system for the Moonships, we don’t, at least that’s what I told the ship design review committee.”
She glanced around, “How much of this did you design?”
He shrugged, “Relatively little actually, the ship design was all but finished when I found out about all this.” He pointed with his chin, “Patsy and Raoul had a lot more to do with the basic design than I did.”
Patsy twisted around at this and gave him a disgusted look before looking at Julia, “Don’t believe that crap Ms. Chisholm, this would never have happened without him. Sure the physical structure, we had the basics, any good tech could put that together. Even the stuff we could get from the government space programs, sure. But the Stacks are all Paul’s, as well as the ship’s control system, the engine room, the navigation system. Most everything he took the skeleton and put the flesh on it.”
“Patsy! You know very well the Stacks are Coop’s and as for the rest, I was mainly the project engineer, smooth some rough edges, helping people do what was needed, but I didn’t do much more than point the way, most of the time.” Paul protested.
She shook her head fiercely, “Bull, Coop’s a genius, our Einstein maybe, but he was lost in the theory till you came along. In one day you made more progress than he had made in two years! And sure you can’t do everything yourself, but it was you who could see the path, who lead the way, broke down the walls between all the teams and made us work together. You took up the vision we all had and shook it out till it was real. We were on the moon eight months after you came, we wouldn’t be there yet if not for you.”
Suddenly his blush faded and his face tightened, “I’m not going to argue with you Patsy, you’ve got more stubborn than I do. I was following the dream we all had. I just wish that the dream wasn’t mutating into a nightmare.”
Julia spoke into the long silence, “The Admiral General knows about the program, and the way his mind works the only way he’d see it is as a chance for domination of space even if he didn’t plan on world conquest.”
No one said anything after that, Julia realized that she was gently stroking Paul’s arm. Through her fingertips she could feel his tension; she could see the tightness of his jaw muscles. Silence stretched…there was nothing much left to say, for now.
-o-
Julia was sitting in the jump seat again as she felt the acceleration fall away. Below, like the images from an old documentary or a sci-fi movie the moon’s surface was approaching. Vast tents of semitransparent gold covered acres possibly tens of acres of stacked shipping containers and a myriad other items, what you would expect to see in a shipping yard. In the near distance golden domes dotted the plain, interconnected by the low ridges of the habitable town. A plume of dust rose in geometric splendor from a cluster of machines nearby and next to the waiting promise of an uninflated dome.
The moon came up to meet them, spreading out, some parts of the picture hidden now by nearby details. A flash, and a flicker, “Discharge, all systems clear,” Patsy’s voice calm, Julia had decided some time before she’d be very happy to fly with the young redhead.
The golden tents intersected the horizon and then were above them, they were held up by ridiculously slender rods at an even more ridiculous spacing. There was a slight pulse of increased acceleration, then a faint shock and a shiver. The odd background whine she had tuned out by this time faded away. Paul reached to tap a screen next to his armrest and grunted when a green light illuminated on the panel, “Luna Haven Control, this is Alexis, we are down.”
The quiet words unleashed an incoming torrent, “…what the hell are you doing Alexis! Answer me damnit!….Paul? Paul, that you for Christ’s sake?”
Paul smiled faintly, “Conti, yes it’s me, nice to hear your voice.”
“What the hell are you playing at man? I only knew you were inbound when someone spotted you on final. Why didn’t you call in?”
“Helena should have called us in Conti; we’ve been locked out of the comm system completely in transit.”
There was a pause, then, much quieter, “Damn, well I guess it’s all part and parcel, we’ve been incommunicado with Earth for the better part of two days ourselves. Olarik won’t tell us a thing, tells us to keep up the good work and he’ll let us know what we need to know, when we need to know it.”
Paul looked very tired, “I guess we know something’s going on, but then we already guessed that.”
The voice on the radio started to speak, Paul cut him off, “Conti, we’ll talk about this later, we have a problem. There are twenty-seven people aboard, three badly wounded and four other wounded. We only have the crew suits on board. I need you to get the disaster crew spun up, get the bus over here and we’ll have to rig a disembarkation tube, though how we get the wounded down without hurting them is going to be a trick.”
“What!”
Paul repeated himself, “Conti, get Doc and Janice ready we have someone who’s badly burnt, I hope to hell the lower gravity will help there. We have a Doctor and Nurse among the refugees but we need the clinic ready. Get them spun up Conti…you can chew me out later, after I’ve told you about the rest of the mess.”
-o-
Moving around in the moon’s gravity was disconcerting, as long as you focused on what you were doing it was fine, inattention was what got you. Traction sucked in the lower gravity while mass remained the same, Julia found herself constantly running into things, and hitting her head on things that were normally well above head height.
Julia worked with Sunil, Dr. Fleck and Paul to arrange the evacuation. The biggest problem was explaining things to the surviving militia, none of whom spoke technical English. Sunil and one of Fleck’s nurses, another local with a western education, finally seemed to get them into a calm and accepting state of mind though Sunil still looked worried.
Noises came from outside, thumps and scrapes that made Julia’s heart jump a little, she could tell that many of the others were petrified by the sounds. They all knew at least in a vague way that outside the ship’s thin skin was nothingness, vacuum, a frightening enough concept to someone with the background, it had to be terrifying to the young men and women from the jungle island, most of whom had no more than a primary school education.
There was a hatch on the ‘out’ side of the compartment, about midway. The sounds focused there. Julia took a surreptitious look at Paul, who was calmly watching something on a small display tablet.
A light above the hatch lit up suddenly, green then amber and finally red as a pump of some kind whined. Then the light went from red to amber, then a pulsing green. Paul flipped up a small panel on the hatch, pushing a red button under it. With a sigh the hatch slipped back into the compartment and Paul heaved it upwards.
A slender figure was standing in the tiny compartment on the other side, a helmet held at her side. The loose white coverall with its metal throat ring was a bit at odds with the elegantly aged but kindly face with its silver gray bun of hair. A smile flickered, “Hello Paul, good to see you.” The older lady stepped carefully over the coaming and gave Paul a passing peck on the cheek. Then she looked directly at Steve Fleck, “Doctor Fleck I presume,” She smiled, “I know you by reputation, I’m Janice Jones, the RN, Doctor Crawford is making ready for the wounded, using the information you sent, could we go over their situation again, and then we’ll start moving them down to the bus.”
Another smallish gray haired figure had followed Nurse Jones. Julia had to suppress a giggle again, somehow the image of Luna Haven filled with retirees floated through the back of her mind. She supposed the light gravity would be a boon for many elderly, though the spry and fierce figure of the second visitor hardly fit any normal concept of a retiree.
Paul moved towards the second visitor, “Hi Conti, quick work on getting the tube connected.”
The other man grinned, “We’ve practiced on the ships once a month for the last three months, and on other subjects on the off weeks, so we damn well should be quick.” The accent was pure Texan as was the tight smile that came with it and the proffered hand. The two men shook while smiling at each other in approval.
Now things moved fast, other people came through the door, carrying litters and medical equipment. Though they wore the same white spacesuit coveralls they were a mixture of ages, races and genders. One by one the wounded were carefully strapped to litters and taken through the hatch.
After the wounded were all down, along with Nurse Jones, Doctor Fleck and his nurse, Paul glanced around. “First five on the list go now. That’s all that can go this load. We should be able to get everyone else out on the next run but stretcher cases take a lot of room.”
Four troopers and the surviving junior HFF ‘clerk’ headed for the door where Conti was standing directing them onward. Paul reached up and pulled the hatch down, it sealed smoothly into place. A few moments later the light went from green to amber. He glanced over at her, “it’ll take them the better part of an hour to get back here, might as well get a cup of coffee.”
A few minutes later Julia sat sipping some pretty good coffee. Paul was sitting at the engineer’s station looking at the rack of equipment with a pensive expression. She assessed his profile, the firm jaw, fairly full lips, ordinary nose and somewhat heavy eye ridges. He wasn’t handsome, just normal looking, what made him striking, beyond those dark wood brown eyes, was the mind, you could see it at work, always active, always thinking, assessing and weighing what was going on around him.
Julia became aware that he had turned slightly and was matching her stare for stare, though for once he wasn’t blushing. The corners of his mouth were turned down and his eyes were tired, the dark circles under them very pronounced. There was also firmness in the set of the jaw and the shoulders that told her the mood she was seeing was not defeat.
She smiled faintly, somehow it was natural for her hand to reach out across the cramped space and stroke his arm, “You don’t like the decision you’ve come to.”
One side of the mouth curved up slightly, “I’m pretty transparent I guess.” There was a blush on his cheeks, the only sign that he knew she was touching him.
“To me, I guess I can’t tell you about anyone else.” She said quietly, realizing that her voice was husky.
A silent laugh shook his shoulders, “I think to most everyone, when I was negotiating a deal once my lawyer told me to stay out of the room because I was cramping her style.”
“I guess you’d not be the best poker player in the world.”
“No, I hate losing money to no purpose and obsess over it, never good in a poker player.”
“What’s your decision? You going to fight what’s going on here?” Not much of a guess really, what else could he have been thinking about.
He stared at her the pain returning to his eyes, he looked away, his lips pursed then looked back, “I said it before, I messed up Julia, let my dream, the wonder of taking mankind into space for real, blind me to what was going on around me. Blind me to the fact that the people I was working with, working for, were using me. Thinking back now it’s glaringly obvious what was happening. I just didn’t want to know, because I was having fun and enjoyed the hero worship people lavish on me. People have died because of that vainglory and more, maybe many, many more, are going to.”
His face was stern, almost steely, an expression that made its ordinariness, quite extraordinary, “I can’t ignore it any longer and I can’t just turn my back on the mess I helped create.” He seemed about to go on then stopped.
Julia nodded, she was an Air Force officer, and a space buff, and she had read all the basal texts, even Robert Heinlein’s The Moon is a Harsh Mistress, “You realize that trying anything is going to result in violence. They are on the cusp of something like world domination on the cheap. All they have to do is drop rocks from orbit to create blockbuster bombs, and they can target anything on the surface. If they can hold sovereignty over near Earth orbit they can pretty much dictate terms to the surface governments.
Paul grunted, “Lasers and missiles from the surface are fighting Earth’s atmosphere and gravity well. Without the Stack they’ll be fighting at a horrific disadvantage. A tiny space based military powered by the Stack can dominate the whole surface. But they’ll fight, the US, the English, the Europeans, Russia, China, Japan, India they wouldn’t just roll over.”
Julia raised an eyebrow, “Wouldn’t they? Why? If the surface powers are offered reasonable rates and some access to space most folks on the surface won’t want to pick a fight ‘for a bunch of nothing,’” she hooked her fingers to air quote around the last.
Paul frowned, “Any strategic thinker, senior officer worth their salt, will scream bloody murder. If the Admiral General can firm up his hold on near Earth space he will, in effect, replace the US as the worldwide hegemonic power, without the relatively libertarian tendencies of the US.”
She sighed, “I was in the Air Force for long enough, spent some time at the Pentagon even, the strategic thinkers will squeal but the reality is that money talks, deep thinking walks. I doubt the European Union, China, Russia and India would back the US. And the US is still not over Iraq or Afghanistan, hell we still have troops in both places as well as South Korea, Japan, etc.”
Paul grunted, “I have a friend who spent some time in a Pentagon Think tank, he thinks the Chinese are already in the Admiral General’s camp. If the US puts up a fight the other powers may put pressure on the US to acquiesce. May see it as a win win since the US, for all its problems, is still the main space power.”
Julia reached out again, this time to touch his hand, slipping hers around his, clasping it gently. “There’s nothing to do right away. We need to find out as much as we can about what is happening.”
She started to pull her hand back; as she did so his turned under hers and ever so gently gripped hers. Julia was wondering what to do next when a tone rang out, followed by Conti’s voice “Paul, we’re hooking up again.” He sounded calm, almost happy, “we’re lucky we just finished opening a new habitat line on the northwest quadrant. Connector to the second cluster we have planned. Plenty of space for our refugees till we figure out how to get them home.”
Paul grinned faintly; let her hand go and leaned back to tap the mic button, “I’ll get over to the hatch, I for one am ready to get off this old rattle trap, I love her dearly but she’s getting a little creaky.”
“Roger that Paul, we got lots to talk over.”
“So we do Conti.”
-o-
Julia was one of the last to go out the hatch. The airlock was snug and on the other side she found a temporary, tent-like structure, the thin material of the skin stretched tight between reinforcing frames. The tent ended in a tube of the same transparent material going down. There was temporary flooring and she could see the top of a ladder in the tube.
Stepping carefully, Julia made her way to ladder, while the thin looking material of the tube probably wouldn’t rupture if she fell against it she didn’t want to experiment. Going down the ladder was fairly easy except that the lack of weight and friction made it hard to be sure that she had good footing, conversely she could easily support her weight with her arms.
Reaching the bottom of the ladder she found the tube snaked over the cargo deck and out the cargo hatch. Attached to the far end of the tube was the airlock of a metal sausage mounted on six large wheels. The whole assemblage looked very flimsy and was very, very ugly.
She had to duck to go through the door on the sausage, a round hatch instead of the rounded rectangle on the ship. Inside she found rows of seats, each row made up of six seats in pairs with two aisles. The people who had preceded her filled most of the vehicle, greeting her was a girl, who couldn’t be more than sixteen, “Hey, welcome aboard, I’m Becky, kinda the stewardess I guess.”
Julia smiled faintly, “Hey yourself Becky, I’m Julia, where do you want me?”
“Any one, you’re almost the last.”
There were a couple of screens slung from the ceiling showing the moon surface, no windows in the pressure hull, all very utilitarian. Above the seats were big latticework luggage racks. With nothing to put away Julia sat down and waited.
People were pretty quiet but there was little sound deadening material in the long metal cylinder and the noise quickly got tiring. The air was hot humid and somehow thin. Julia hoped that the system didn’t fail - the thought made her feel an intense pulse of claustrophobic fear, which she fought down. Closing her eyes she tried to relax.
The next thing she knew a hand was on her shoulder, a voice speaking to her, “Hey Julia, wake up.” She came awake with a start, glancing up at Paul, he smiled reassuringly. “You were out; I guess I can relate, right now I feel like I could fall over.”
Julia glanced around, was shocked to see that the passenger compartment was all but empty, a couple of people were waiting their turn to go through the hatch, she leaned back, squeezing her eyes closed and taking a deep breath. “Wow, didn’t realize I was that tired.”
“Come on.” He helped her out of the seat. By the time they reached the hatch it was clear and he ducked through. On the other side was a space a bit like the passenger bridge at an airport. Then another hatch, this one heavy, even a bit crude. They stepped through into another compartment. Julia looked around, the walls and ceiling, where they weren’t covered with conduits, enclosures or equipment of some kind, looked like concrete. The floor was covered with industrial rubber matting.
Paul saw her wide eyed scan of the room, “Looks a little rough I’m afraid, we don’t spend a lot of time or effort prettying up the utility areas.”
Julia pointed, “Concrete?”
He laughed, “Concrete, from Earth, when lift is cheap it makes sense to bring it with you and make it out of material that best combines cheap and strong, in this case prefab concrete. Doubt many other space habitats will be built this way once we’ve figured out the best way to use local materials and set up the fab plants for it, but for now it works and it sure makes you feel secure.” He patted the wall as he walked past the second door of the lock system.
She nodded, wide-eyed again at the concept of hauling thousands upon thousands of tons of prefabricated concrete up to the moon to build the city. It might make sense but it was also a truly awesome exhibition of raw lift capacity.
A stentorian if slightly cracked voice spoke out ahead. “Paul, damnit Paul, why did you fly off like that.” .
Paul spoke quietly, “Cooper, for crying out loud, I had a job to do.”
“Damnit Paul I thought this flying around crap was done with, you’re supposed to be working on….Urk.” This last as Julia came out from behind Paul into the speaker’s view.
Julia grinned up at the tall old man, “Hello father, fancy meeting you here.”
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Purple Passion’s Surprise
In a nondescript old industrial building near the Baltimore Washington International airport Clarence Fish played solitaire. He was the watch tech for a computer network called Purple Passion for no reason anyone was ever willing to own up to, of course that was shortened to PP.
The building Clarence and a few armed guards occupied was full of servers but it was only a sort of launch pad and final processing center. PP was mostly a world spanning swarm of autonomous software agents infecting hundreds of thousands of computers. The agents mined data, scanning databases wherever they found them and could get access, allowed or not. Public or private, individual, industrial, government, military, classified, unclassified, PP’s agents gathered it all. Ad hoc nets then processed the data, linking it in humanly incomprehensible matrices while still other parts creamed off data.
By its very nature PP was rather chaotic; some very smart people had used that to drive something that could be called intuition. The system provided a lot of very pedestrian facts and figures, usually well in advance of ‘official’ pronouncements and often of a nature no one would have voluntarily provided
One of PP’s most public but least important outputs was a list of threats to the United States. The list varied in length over time but was rarely shorter than thirty or longer than fifty. The bottom of the list was unchanging, perennial favorites, catastrophic volcanism or global warming, asteroid impact, nearby supernova. While the top ten constantly changed.
A lot of junior analysts used it, a few senior strategic thinkers referred to it. ‘Real’ policy makers ignored it; they knew they were a whole lot smarter than any damn computer.
One of the PP’s data spiders resided in the Reagan’s ‘Event Log.’ The use of ballistic weapons to destroy a ship leased by the HFF in the South Pacific was noted as important but caused no major reaction.
The next ‘pulse’ of analysis a few hours later caught the odd sightings over the island of Palalo Sadong, also flagged as significant. These tags and others uploaded into the analysis net caused an avalanche of cross connections. The near temporal juxtaposition of the happenings near Palalo Sadong linked to the loss of three helicopters to laser weapons and the disappearance of experimental laser weapons in transit, then the loss of several moon bound spacecraft recently, these cross linked back to Aristide Industries, and a little town in Utah, and reports of financial irregularities. One cascade created another and then others.
Clarence was deep in consideration of his next move when the computer spoke quietly, his preference was for the breathy voice of HAL, the computer in 2001 A Space Odyssey, “I have a new top threat Clarence, and a new threat list for the US and Worldwide.”
Frowning at his game Clarence shrugged, “Fine PP, send it out to the usual list.”
“Very well Clarence, it is on your main screen, it is an interesting new top threat I think?”
Clarence blinked, his mind still half focused on his game, “uh, sure PP, what country is it?”
“It’s not a country Clarence; it is a company, Aristide Industries.”
Clarence shot bolt upright, “Uh…you sure about this PP?”
“Quite sure Clarence…but then I am a computer.”
Clarence was tapping his comm pad, he needed to talk to the lead computer scientist, PP had gone off the deep end this time, “Ah, hold back on sending out that e-mail PP?”
“Sorry, it is already gone Clarence, why?”
Clarence swallowed, “Ah, it’s an unusual call PP.”
“I have found my most unusual ones have a high chance of being right.”
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The Audit from Hell
It was mid morning in Utah, Kathy Scudder was driving one of the office’s big white SUVs in her normal aggressively law abiding style. Her five juniors spread out in the three rows of seats. Long distance driving was not a favorite, but she felt that as the boss she had to take the wheel.
Kathy had double degrees in law and accounting and had entered government service right after graduation. She sometimes wondered what it would have been like to practice in the private sector but ever since her father had been wiped out by the Enron disaster and committed suicide she had been determined to be a financial policeman.
She’d spent time at all the financial acronyms, SEC, GSA, DFAS, eventually finding a place of comfortable power. From her current position she could make companies toe the line and see high roller CEO’s sweat. The Governmental Financial Auditing Board was a relatively obscure organization but it set the standards for other government agencies and did spot checks, as the regional board member she had a remarkable degree of power.
A month ago she’d been asked to take a look at the books of the Primus Range Canal Project. With all her other duties it had taken her this long to get all the paperwork lined up and reviewed. This was a joint State and Federal program and the State auditors had let things get completely out of hand, probably because Aristide Industries had a huge reputation, a lot of power, and an amazing ability to make things at least look right. Her little tiger team of young go-getters with a wider net and more resources had sniffed blood almost immediately, in a week they’d found enough to justify a full audit of the project.
She’d had her assistant make calls to discuss a full audit and the company had stonewalled. Now she was going in for a snap audit. She had made sure she had the ammo to back that up, a judicial writ saying she had the right, next best thing to a search warrant. She also had called the local Federal Marshals office and had the local Sheriff’s phone number.
Her people were all equipped with recording equipment, digital cameras to take records of documents that they might not be allowed to remove. They’d also record all conversations or any physical evidence. Kathy already had a call in to a technical forensics company, people who could go over the technical crap and ferret out the wrong doing she suspected had been going on there as well.
Primus Junction’s town line appeared ahead along with a sprouting crop of fast food places. “Starbuck’s stop?” She asked, she smiled at the happy acceptance all around.
Ten minutes later she stood near Chuck, the youngest accountant on her team, looking up at the high bluffs. He glanced over at her, “Beautiful place, pretty remote though.”
Kathy nodded, “The town’s dying, the canal project and New Town are supposed to rescue it.”
He sighed, “Yeah well, if things are as badly askew as they look I guess this’ll be a ghost town in a few years.”
Kathy nodded, angry, “That’s what this kind of crap can do to ordinary people Chuck, that’s why I got into this business.”
He looked at her slyly out of the side of his eye, a wicked grin evident, “Oh? I thought it was because you liked making CEO’s grovel. Like you did that idiot who’d been selling the Air Force falsely certified high strength fasteners?”
Somehow it was impossible to slap him down like she should, instead she grinned, tightly, fiercely, “Well…that’s at least a bonus.” His responding grin ignited a laugh she couldn’t stop, and she launched a cuff at the side of his head that he easily dodged, “Get back in the car Chuck, we have the government’s business to do.”
“Yeas Bawse,” he drawled as he strolled around to the open back door.
-o-
The dirt road that ran from the main highway, passed the fabrication plant she’d seen reference to. It looked almost abandoned but that was often how that sort of place looked. The big staging yard at the back of the facility was comfortably full of concrete sections and equipment was moving around. Five miles on, as she turned towards the Plateau she noted a couple of vehicles ahead of her.
“Look down there,” Pam said thoughtfully a couple of minutes later.
Kathy looked towards the passenger side of the vehicle and pulled up on the side of the road. Below them in a shallow hollow was a small, apparently modern village. Pam spoke softly, “Most of the windows are boarded up, even the school and the church? But it looks so new?” There was something terribly lonely and abandoned about it, even from this distance.
Something primeval twisted at Kathy’s stomach, something big was going on. The books had hinted at it, this almost proved it. She looked at the small, square cut brown hands gripping the wheel and took a deep breath. Then she squared her shoulders, took her foot off the brake and accelerated for the cut in the side of the cliff where the road vanished.
The sign post near the turn into the cliff said, ‘20MPH,’ Kathy slowed to 20. The vehicles ahead of them were backed up almost to the corner and another sign, ‘Stop Ahead, Guard Shack, Guards are Armed’ Kathy stopped. At the shack the road was closed off by a swing arm. A big man in dark guard uniform was talking to someone in a Minivan packed as if for vacation. After a moment he waved the arm up and the van drove away. The guard was checking ID’s and the process seemed quick and painless. “Have your Government ID’s ready guys,” she called back.
When it was their turn Kathy drove up and came to a stop, her window down. The guard scanned the vehicle, squinting at the tinting of the back windows, the friendly smile of a moment ago gone behind the silvered sunglasses, “Ma’am this is private property, please use that turnaround over there and go back the way you came.”
Kathy shook her head, for some reason she was very careful lifting her hands off the steering wheel, “Officer, I’m Kathy Scudder, from the Governmental Financial Auditing Board. Here for a snap audit, I have a judicial writ saying that I have the right to visit AI’s Canal Project offices on the Plateau. Here is my ID.”
He never moved, except for a cocked eyebrow, “Ma’am, you don’t have an employee badge, your vehicle’s not registered and I don’t have a visitor’s chit for you. No chit, no visit. Please use the turnaround over there and go back the way you came. Call ahead next time and make sure they send down a visitor’s chit.”
Kathy tried to stare the guard down, to show that she was both angry and unimpressed by the shoulder holstered pistol and the guard by the gate with a rifle slung over his shoulder. “Officer, this is a Federal project, I have every right to visit whenever I feel like it, in the middle of the night if I should decide that were necessary. I have a judicial writ; all of my people are government employees with the requisite clearances. Open the gate and let me through now. I am recording this conversation from this point on, I am through fooling around.”
“Ma’am you will not turn on any electronic equipment you have. Unless it has been cleared with project Security, any such equipment is subject to seizure if found on project property. Don’t make me enforce that rule.” He took a partial step back his legs spread out, he was impressively broad and dangerous looking.
“You have no rights over Federal property Mister. You make a move and you’re going to be facing a judge.” Kathy was surprised to note that she wasn’t shaking, or not much.
The guard shook his head, “Ma’am we appear to be at an impasse, I don’t particularly want to escalate this. Won’t you please turn around and go back, call the head office and tell them you’re coming and have them send me a visitor’s chit.”
Kathy relaxed fractionally, “If you’ll allow me to use my cell phone without doing anything silly I’ll call from here while you call your superiors.”
A sharp nod, “Fair enough, but I doubt you will get anywhere or that you’ll like what I’m told.”
“Tell your superiors that if I do turn around I will be back with the local Sheriff to enforce my rights.”
He shrugged blank face, “Ma’am it won’t make a difference,” Which left Kathy gaping.
Chuck’s hand appeared from the back seat, it was visibly shaking, “I dialed in the financial guys number Kathy.”
Kathy took the phone, “Thanks.”
The next ten minutes were a study in frustration as she once more got the runaround. At last she got through to the designated financial officer, “Mr. Gifford I am at the gate to the plateau, I have the right to demand a snap audit and I am exercising that right now. Send a visitor’s chit down for me and my people right now.”
There was silence on the other end, “Ms. Scudder, I do not see anywhere in our paperwork where you have any such right. You are also at the wrong location. Our head office is at Primus Junction.”
“Mr. Gifford, look at section I paragraph 10, as well as section X paragraph 2 and section AJ paragraph 22. All give me the right to snap audits for various reasons, as well as scheduled audits for any reason. You have presented me with each and every reason to do a snap audit. I don’t know where you are Mr. Gifford but you are not at Primus Junction. I want access to the records Mr. Gifford, and your core computer. The office in Primus is no more than a VIP lounge.” She hoped she wasn’t wrong about where Gifford was or she’d lose a lot of psychological momentum.
“Ah…Ms. Scudder I am not really able to give you access to our system right now, we’re undergoing a system upgrade and our people are very busy.”
“Gifford the chit, now!” she realized with a start that she had snarled that into the mouthpiece.
“Ah…oh dear…” he disconnected. Kathy stared at the phone in her hand like it was a snake that was about to bite her.
The guard stepped back to the door, “Ms. Scudder, I’ve been told to get you turned around and out of here. Ma’am, you are to leave now. If you don’t, my boss has ordered a tow truck up from the fabrication plant; it will tow you off company property.” He sounded almost apologetic.
Kathy looked out of her window, “We’re leaving, expect me back soon.”
He sighed, “I do ma’am, unfortunately.”
-o-
It was past noon and there were more guards when she pulled up to the gate a second time, this time behind the Sheriff’s big black and white vehicle. Kathy watched as the Sheriff got out of the vehicle and walked forward, “Stay here.” She snapped at the others and got out.
The Sheriff was carrying copies of all her paperwork; he was facing the lead guard, the same man Kathy had talked to, “Hap, the lady has all the paperwork that says she has every right to do what she is asking. She’s also got the backing of the Federal Marshals; they told me they’d be down here in a heartbeat if your head office doesn’t start seeing sense.”
The guard shook his head, his face emotionless, he glanced at Kathy and back at the Sheriff, “Mike, the head office says no go. They told the lady to go to the Primus Junction office and dig there; this is not the Canal Project headquarters.”
Kathy almost stepped in but the Sheriff spoke first, “Hap, don’t give me that crap, everyone knows that office’s nothing more than a clearing house and VIP lounge. All the accountants work up here, not back in town and there isn’t anybody but a temp there now. Don’t try and snow me, it ain’t going to work on me any more than it worked on Ms. Scudder.” Kathy realized she’d just been complimented.
“Mike…Damn it, my orders are to not let you or her beyond this point, period, end of sentence, no give.” The guard said it quietly but there was a finality that made Kathy’s spine tingle.
The Sheriff heard the same tone, his back straightening. “Hap!?” His voice was a protest.
“Go back now both of you and leave this lie, please…it’ll do nobody any good to push this any further. I have my orders, Gifford has his as well.”
Kathy called out, “Sheriff, it’s OK; I hoped they’d see sense, but this has gone far enough. I’ll head back to town.”
The tall tanned man turned to look at her, “Ah think that’s best ma’am. I’ll follow close up behind you.” Kathy found that remarkably comforting.
Half an hour later she stood next to the canal road on a pull off, looking back at Ship Plateau, night was drawing in fast; she had her telephone at her ear. “Yes Captain, that’s right, they turned us down flat and came within a hair of threatening physical force. I’ve already called Judge Jellico and gotten a search warrant, I need a federal agent to serve it and I want it served with the full force and majesty of the US government behind it.”
The warm, slightly southern voice from the other end replied, “I’ve talked to the Major, discussed this with him, we’ll have two van loads of Marshals down there first thing in the morning, and two choppers as well. I ah, also chatted with Sheriff Mike Breton; he called a few minutes before you did to brief me. I don’t like what he told me at all.”
Kathy felt a flicker of irritation then killed it dead, the Sheriff had backed her all the way and was making sure she got the backing she needed. She should feel grateful, she was grateful to him. “Good, he did as good a job as could be expected up there with those fools. I’m very grateful.”
“He’s good folks, have dinner at his wife’s restaurant if you get a chance, she serves a good menu.” A sigh, “Well ma’am, I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”
“You will indeed captain, talk to you later.” She disconnected and glanced around; the Sheriff was standing a few yards away looking back at the Plateau. She walked over to him, “You were not that surprised Sherriff.”
He shook his head, his face grim, “No Ma’am, as a lawman I never liked having heavily armed private guards here, I just got used to Hap, and his boss Tom Charret. But things have been getting out of hand recently; they’ve roughed some trespassers up, apparently with no good reason.” He bared his teeth, “I suspect they may have killed at least one person, though I couldn’t get enough evidence to even start a real investigation. Then people started vanishing, not dying I don’t think, we get letters, pictures, some of them even turn up for visits, but no one knows where they are. The village, well you saw the village, they set it up, built it real nice, now it’s all but abandoned. The Canal Project seemed to be going great guns, but stories are circulating that some of it’s just a façade.”
Kathy looked at him in astonishment, “Why didn’t you report this to your superior?”
He snorted, “What superior ma’am? I’m an elected official of the county, in a practical sense ah’m the senior one. There ain’t a lot of people for me to talk to except at the state level and experience makes me cautious about doing that.”
“Oh...I suppose I hadn’t thought about it that way.” She looked out into the growing darkness. “I’m told your wife runs a good restaurant?”
“She sure does, she’d be glad of some customers, she and Ted get lonely some evenings these days. Good thing she’s a great manager and the overhead’s real low or we’d be in a world of hurt, like some other folks.” His voice was melancholy.
-o-
Morning was cold and bleak, Kathy bounced on her toes, wishing her lined leather coat were even thicker and her boots better insulated. She took a sip of coffee from the insulated cup and reveled in its warmth. Her team was back in the rather barren hotel they had spent the night at, she had come out with the Sheriff to meet the Marshals. They were at a crossroads off the main road, near the wide two-lane road that followed the canal’s trace.
Mike spoke softly, “There they are Ma’am, coming down the cut now.”
Kathy squinted and saw two small black oblongs coming down the road. They were still miles away but distinct in the icily clear air.
Chopper noises drew her attention to the north, as she turned two ominous black shapes were already descending towards them. She was no expert but they looked impressively black and glossy, with the seal of the Federal Marshals on the doors. They had the typical nose turret mounting cameras and searchlights. The posts in front of the big sliding doors in the side looked like machinegun mounts, though she wasn’t an expert.
The choppers dropped to the ground a couple of hundred feet away but the Sheriff and Kathy both ducked and looked away to stop flying grit getting in their eyes. By the time the blades were slowing to a stop the two huge black SUV’s with the Marshal’s seal on their doors were coming to a stop next to the Sheriff’s smaller black and white.
The front passenger door on one of the cars opened and a tall black man stepped down and stretched, he called out, “Hey Mike - and I assume Ms. Scudder?”
Mike waved back and started to walk toward the other, “Good to see you captain.”
Kathy found herself looking a long way up, “I concur Captain Keith.”
“Call me Malcolm, Ms. Scudder.”
“Call me Kathy then Malcolm.”
“Glad to.” He smiled then looked away to the distance, where the bulk of Ship Plateau was visible as a dark smudge on the horizon. His smile died, “We have twenty agents all told, six each in the vans plus a pilot and copilot and two Marshals in each of the helos. You said full force and majesty and this is about it ma’am.”
“Uh, what do you expect to do with the choppers Malcolm?”
“If they get really stubborn I figure I’ll fly onto the plateau ma’am. In the meantime they’ll buzz back and forth in the background while we go and talk to the guards. If they don’t open the gate I’ll drive through, unless they have tire rippers, you end up looking damn silly driving on your rims.”
Kathy considered him thoughtfully, “You’ve done this before?”
He nodded, “Physical part isn’t that unusual for us. Though it’s usually for weapons, or drug smuggling. First time I’ve had to do it to support an audit.” He grinned again, “It’ll give me a special cachet in the service.”
Mike was looking very grim, “Captain, I don’t like the feel of this. Things have been getting weird around here for months, maybe longer and there may be a very real danger.”
The Marshal looked at the Sheriff considering his comment, “OK, if you think so I’ll accept your reading of the situation. Anything you’d like to suggest?”
The Sheriff sighed, “Caution, making sure they see you’re serious but not reckless. I don’t think they’re crazy enough to shoot at us…” He shrugged angrily, obviously frustrated at not being able to suggest anything more concrete.
“Oh, they’ll know we’re serious but they’re the ones who’d better not get reckless. We are here to get the lady and her people access and they will get access. I have the warrant that says she and I have the right to go where we wish on that damn plateau.” He stopped but neither Kathy nor the Sheriff had anything more to say. “Right! Well Ms. Scudder, you get in the van behind me, you’ll be safe enough there. Mike you lead off, it’s still your show till they turn us down again.”
Thirty minutes later they passed the fabrication plant, it was Wednesday, and late enough that she would have expected people to be working but the plant and the staging yard were empty. Malcolm looked out, “Not a good sign ma’am.”
Kathy shook her head, “No it’s not. I wonder if we’ll find anyone up at the plateau or if it’s been abandoned as well.”
“Well, I guess we’ll get access if it has.”
The approach to the plateau was eerily quiet. Kathy watched as the big black and white ahead turned the corner, she saw the brake lights come on as it approached the gate. Then the gate and gatehouse were in sight. She drew in a breath. A massive trailer blocked the gate, the same type she had seen used to haul sections of the canal around.
Malcolm sighed, “Well, there goes the easy option.”
Instead of the multiple guards there was only one this time. Kathy gaped as she saw he was in body armor with an automatic rifle slung muzzle down at the ready. He had stopped the Sheriff opening his door to step down, was shaking his head to whatever Mike was saying to him.
There was a whispered curse from beside Kathy, “Captain, up in the rocks above the guard shack, there’s some kind of ledge and I see someone up there with a rifle sighted in on us, or the Sheriff I suppose.”
“Shit, I see it Smith. Tell Marty and his team.” As the man beside Kathy spoke into a microphone Kathy saw Malcolm twisting to look up on their side, he swore, “Another ledge up here as well, can’t see if there’s anyone there. There’s another one further up the cut, I think I see someone on that one. There’s some kind of vehicle parked just around the corner in the cut, almost out of sight, looks military, might be armed.”
Malcolm reached for a microphone hanging from the dashboard and tapped a button, “Sheriff Breton, we’re going to head back for now. No point in staying.”
Kathy saw a hand wave out of the window of the black and white and the door was pulled fully shut. The guard backed away cautiously. In a few moments all three vehicles were driving down the road away from the gate. Kathy realized she was shaking.
Ten minutes later they pulled up at the junction with the canal road.
Mike Breton was visibly shaken and angry, “The guard told me to stay in the vehicle and to turn around and get off company property. I told him that we had the search warrant he said he didn’t care, I told him I was going to arrest him and he told me to try it.” He shook his head, “He wasn’t anyone I’ve ever seen around here, and sounded more Eastern European than American and I’d swear he was a soldier, not a guard.”
Malcolm nodded, “You didn’t see the snipers on the ledges above the guard house and up the cut?”
“Shit, no! What the hell is going on?” the sheriff’s face darkened and his jaw bunched.
Malcolm tapped the comm pad on his wrist and spoke into the ear boom he’d put on. “Helo One, this is Captain Keith, you read me?”
A small voice came from the speaker on the shoulder of his bulletproof vest. “This is Helo one, Sergeant Scott, any orders Captain?”
“Drop down and pick me up, we’re going to do an over flight of the plateau.”
“I can do that without you on board Captain?” The small voice pointed out.
“I know that Scott, get your ass down here and pick me up!” The captain snapped irritably.
“Roger.”
The Sheriff was shaking his head, “You sure that’s a good idea Captain?”
“Who knows? But they’d be idiots to start shooting. Not that they aren’t idiots anyway, they have to know that they’ve stepped way over the line on this, the federal government isn’t going to back down on it.”
Mike nodded, “That’s what worries me Malcolm. This makes no sense unless they are protecting something very important to someone.”
The chopper was dropping down towards the road a hundred yards away. The Marshal Captain hesitated, his face serious, “I see your point, but I disagree, I think some yahoos really think that they can face the Law down and make it stick. I’m going to go take a look, see if there’s a good place to land and go in and talk to, or arrest, someone senior enough to make them listen.” He turned and trotted for the helicopter.
Kathy looked at the Sheriff, “I have a bad feeling about this.”
He glanced at her, “So do I, I hope we’re both wrong.”
The chopper lifted off with a roar and its nose dipped as it accelerated away from the Plateau. Its twin circled around to join it and they made a graceful climbing turn in formation, lining up to come back over the plateau. Kathy was watching entranced when one of the two machines exploded in mid flight.
She screamed in shock, the crumpled, flapping ruin of its fuselage plunged out of the fireball and into the ground between where she stood and the abandoned village. The rotor spun up out of the twisting demon of red fire and black smoke, breaking apart as it went. For a few moments it seemed as if the other machine was going to be destroyed as well, it came out of the debris cloud of its sister’s death staggering and apparently out of control, heading for a collision with the cliff. But at what seemed like the last instant the pilot got control again and stood the aircraft on its side to clear the unforgiving wall of rock.
Kathy realized that the Sheriff was sprinting for the crumpled ruin lying on the rocky slope. Men and women were boiling out of the two big black trucks as well, running helter-skelter towards the wreckage. Before anyone got close there was a whump, and flames engulfed the remains. Kathy was certain that the initial explosion and impact with the ground had killed everyone on board, but the flames made it so terribly final. She realized she was on her knees looking into the heart of the flames. She wasn’t sure which aircraft it was, it was only human she supposed dully that she hoped it had been the aircraft Malcolm hadn’t been on, that the bodies now being cremated were those of strangers.
The other chopper had landed on the slope well away from its dead brethren, Kathy watched hoping. Four people climbed out and ran towards the ruin; none of them were Malcolm Keith. Kathy cried for the man she had brought here to his death.
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Cut Off
In the thin protection of the mobile office the Sheriff was talking to a big greasy man with a heavy belly and a leather coat that was too small to zip up. Kathy half listened to the two men as she sipped a coffee. Kathy had decided to stick with the Sheriff after the disaster at the plateau. He had, by force of character and simple common sense, gotten the Marshals reorganized and pulled back from the plateau. They’d left a couple of guards and one of the big black trucks at the site, but had pulled everything else back to the intersection of the highway and canal access road. Here they had set up a temporary command center.
She looked out the window, it was getting dark, it was almost nine hours since they had driven away from the pyre of five murdered men and women. The airwaves and phone lines had been buzzing for most of that time. Two old office trailers had appeared out of nowhere less than an hour after they had arrived back here, now there were also two big situation trucks, one with the markings of the Utah State Police and the other with no markings, apparently attached to the Federal Marshals. The field behind the parking lot cum command center was a temporary air base; helicopters with the logos of the Utah National Guard, Utah State Police, FBI and ATF were sitting on the ground.
Kathy’s attention was pulled back from the dimming world outside by the Sheriff’s suddenly sharp tone, “For God’s sake John, why didn’t you call me and tell me there was shit going down at the Canal.” The Sheriff was beginning to lose his temper; though Kathy was fairly sure he lost it only when he wanted too.
The big, black haired man shrugged, “How was I to know it was really crook Mike? Hell if I’d known the egg heads up in the Hollow were nut cases I’d have told you, but I didn’t. Seen things spinning down but figured it was just the normal crap, idiot managers, shit for brains engineers, dick head supervisors, you know?”
The Sheriff shook his head, “You were told yesterday not to report to work this morning. You saw me drive by yesterday, I saw that old death trap you call a truck in the yard at the plant, almost certain it was you jacking that rig around with a big pipe on the low boy.”
“Uh, well, yeah I was there, I mighta seen you but why would I have called you about a work stoppage?”
“You’ve known things aren’t quite right for a while John, you saw me, you got the call, you know me well enough you could have called me with a tip damnit.” The Sheriff’s voice was rough.
“Yeah…well…yeah I shoulda I guess.” The big man hung his head and kicked the floor like a big kid. Kathy realized that in many senses that was about what the big man was.
“OK John, get out of here, get home, stay sober for once will you, and stay inside.”
“Yeah, sure Mike, whatever you say, you call if you need any help, you hear.” The big man was sidling away quickly as he said that. The door slapped shut as he jumped over the steps.
Marty, Captain Martin Quinn, Federal Marshals, Malcolm’s second in command and now the senior Marshall in the state apparently, was leaning his hip against one of the two old desks. “He’ll skedaddle if I don’t miss my guess.”
Mike shook his head, “I doubt it, he’s dumb, not stupid, and he didn’t do anything. I was just leaning on him to feel him out. I don’t think he knew a thing before today.”
“Yeah, well we have the whole town locked down right now so if he does run we’ll pick him up.”
The Sheriff looked at the Marshall with a frown, “You routing traffic around us?”
“Yeah, story is an avalanche closed the road. The same avalanche cut the data trunk.”
Kathy was startled, she gasped a little, the Marshals black eyes rotated to consider her, “Ma’am I’m not sure what good your hanging around is going to do. This is far and beyond any kind of accounting shenanigans. I could give you a pass to get out of the valley if you want, as long as you swear to keep mum about this until it’s all over.”
She shook her head, “I started this disaster, triggered it anyway, I won’t leave until I understand what is going on. Captain, Malcolm and those people died because of a call I made. If I’d just let things lie, gone back to Salt Lake City and put the paperwork through the process this wouldn’t have happened. They’d probably have been done with whatever is so damned important to them and been gone before it came to a head. It was my impatience, glory hounding, which killed your people.”
The Sheriff was shaking his head vehemently, so was the Captain, who spoke first, “Ma’am, Kathy - those bastards on the plateau killed Malcolm, Scott, and the others. You had nothing to do with that, with their decision to kill. You’re no more to blame than I am. I know it’s hard to accept sometimes but you’re blameless in this, if anything you too are a victim. No one should have to face that sort of thing - no one.”
Kathy shrugged, squeezed her eyes closed, “OK, I suppose I know that, but still I feel culpable somehow. I need closure; I can’t scuttle away like some scared little green eyeshaded mouse.”
This imagery made both men smile faintly, this time the Sheriff spoke first, “Kathy, you’re about as far from a green eyeshaded mouse as I could ever expect to meet. You aren’t to blame but I understand how you feel. If you want to stay you have my permission to do so, just stay out of the way please.”
The Marshal Captain nodded, reluctantly, “I still feel you’d be better going home, but if you feel that you must, then stay.”
The door squeaked and the whole flimsy structure shivered as a massive presence made itself apparent, “Sheriff, Captain, Ms. Scudder.” The voice was booming and warm, words that well fit General Smitts, Adjutant General, Utah National Guard. He was a mountain of a man, only lacking the white beard to make a perfect Santa Claus. The General had played nose guard for Army during his years at West Point; he’d retired as a Major General to his native state and happily taken up politics, a pastime that had gotten him his current position.
Kathy didn’t know much about the man, like most politicians in Utah he had a squeaky clean reputation and was a church going man, but until now she’d had no impression of his competence. She’d quickly decided that, while the General might be a good man, he might not be the best soldier in the world. He was far out of his element and was not getting the respect he felt he deserved; consequently spikes were showing through the smooth politician’s shell.
The Sheriff’s face was emotionless as he turned to face Smitts, “General, you’ve spoken to the governor?”
“Hours ago Sheriff, hours ago, can’t have this sort of thing going on in our state.”
“No sir.”
“No is correct. I’ve also been talking to the damn Feds, ah, excuse the term Captain, ah, Ms. Scudder. None of them have the guts to do anything to get this mess wrapped up. Won’t let me fly my boys and girls onto the plateau even! Afraid of something going wrong!” this last was in a savage mimicry of Carlos Santiago’s tenor, the senior FBI agent in charge of the situation since he’d arrived, an hour before the General, and the General didn’t like either the situation or the agent.
“Ah sir, we’re not sure what hit the chopper, and we know they have snipers and probably heavy weapons on the plateau. The scouts we have in overlooks say there appear to be troops on the plateau - and weapons emplacements.” The Sheriff was speaking softly, Kathy could tell that saying that hurt him, Mike was blaming himself for not knowing what was going on at the plateau, he was also puzzled because no one could figure out how all those people and weapons had gotten there in the first place.
“Maybe, but I’m not convinced! I think it may be just regular folks panicking because the Feds over-reacted to something.”
Kathy felt her spine stiffen and saw the Captain’s face darken, but it was the Sheriff who spoke, “Sir, I was up there and the last guard I spoke to was not a local, I am almost certain he was a professional soldier. And regular folks don’t shoot a helicopter out of the air for no reason.”
The General harrumphed, “Well I don’t know, don’t know at all. Don’t like it, the Feds buffaloed me at first but I’ve been thinking, doesn’t make any sense, seems like we’re going to get ourselves another Fed overreaction debacle.”
The door behind the general squeaked again, this time two people entered, Carlos Santiago, the senior FBI agent, and Susan Morrissey, the senior ATF agent. With the six of them in the little portacabin it was crowded.
“General, I heard that you have ordered some heavy weapons moved up?” Susan was a cadaverously thin woman, with gray shot brown hair pulled savagely back from a narrow face dominated by a huge beak of a nose; overall she gave the impression of a vulture in human guise.
“Two M-1A tanks and a fire team of self propelled howitzers, they’re bringing smoke and flare shells. The tanks are only bringing ammo for the coaxial machine guns, but they’re equipped with dozer blades to clear roadblocks.” His chest was puffed up.
Santiago sighed, “General that’s way over-reacting as yet. You know that both highway cuts are visible from the plateau, anyone up there will see them coming. My negotiation team’s trying to talk to them, get them to see sense. That sort of thing’s only going to make things worse.”
The general snorted, “They won’t see a thing, they’ll be here in about another hour, well after dark.”
There was a silence, broken by the ATF agent, “General, it’s very likely that they have night vision equipment.”
The General’s mouth opened then snapped shut. He was about to say something else when Susan shook her head and spoke again, “This is not going to be resolved with heavy weapons. I need to get a recon team up on the plateau this evening so they can see what’s going on close up.”
She nodded at the slight Latino FBI agent, “Carlos tells me we’re going to get an over flight by a spy satellite sometime soon. Thought about asking the Air Force but if they can shoot down a helicopter who knows what they can do? Why take the risk? Anyway, we should get a good stripe of pictures in about half an hour. My recon team’s getting ready to move in after they’ve had time to review the satellite’s take.”
The General was swelling again, but kept his mouth shut, a discrete buzz sounded. The FBI agent pulled a rather old fashioned flip phone out of a pocket, “Santiago?” He listened with a frown, “What, who? The PP list…oh…oh shit!” His eyes were bulging. Everyone stood watching as the FBI agent’s face went from dark to ashen. Kathy had never seen anyone look so shocked. The questions Santiago got out were incoherent and uninformative.
After a few minutes the General got restless, obviously impatient to know what had so visibly shaken the FBI agent. He started rocking back and forth, which made the whole flimsy cabin shake rather alarmingly.
Another tone sounded, Martin Quinn tapped his wrist pad, “Quinn?” He listened for a moment, “Thanks.” He looked at the General, “Your convoy’s a little early General, it’s just starting down the grade into the valley.”
“What, what did you say Martin?” Santiago’s tenor was squeaky, shaking.
“The General’s convoy is coming down into the valley.”
“Oh shit, oh God, stop them, pull them back…now.” He leapt for the door slamming it out of his way.
“What the hell do you mean?” the General yelled at the departing agent.
Everyone scrambled out of the room following the slim man.
He was standing in the open looking up, “Oh shit.” He pointed up, straight up, near the zenith of the sky; among the faint stars was a brighter spark, one that moved. “They saw them coming, they have recon sats of their own.” Santiago’s voice was full of pain.
“What the hell is this…?” The general’s voice died.
The spark was moving faster now, across the sky, brightening as it came. Brighter, faster, the spark was more than one, Kathy couldn’t tell, there might be as many as four clustered together. In utter silence they flashed down across the sky, plunging into the looming blackness of the valley wall. The flash of impact was so brilliant that pain stabbed into Kathy’s brain. She staggered back, flinging arms up to protect her eyes. Thunder pealed followed by a deep roar that faded then the ground trembled and the thunder redoubled before fading.
Yells surrounded her. The flash had hurt like a flash bulb in the dark, she wasn’t burning up as she might if someone had detonated a nuke.
“Incoming, look!” someone screamed.
“What the hell are they going after this time?” The General’s yell was almost a squeal.
The dart of fire fell to the south this time, splitting up much earlier.
Kathy realized she was next to the Sheriff; instinctively she had stuck with him, he swore, “The cuts, they’re going after the highway and railroad cuts in the south ridge.”
The darts of fire fell across the sky in their last swift dash, plunging into the ridge as the Sheriff had predicted. This time Kathy closed her eyes at the last instant, and opened them after the flash of impact, this time seeing the fading clouds of fire rising from the strikes with horrified fascination
“Why?” Susan Morrissey yelled.
“They’re the only land routes out of the valley, or at least the only ones that cars or trucks can use that don’t go right past the plateau. Most people are trapped here, at least overnight.”
“Why…Oh crap, are there still people from the Plateau in the town?”
The Sheriff hesitated for an instant then shook, “I don’t think so…?”
Then someone yelled, “Incoming!
The Sheriff jerked, “Oh Christ, we’re almost the only possible target!” His chest inflated and his voice roared out, “Run...run away from the vehicles! run everyone, get as far as you can and take cover!” The Sheriff’s voice was almost a physical blow it was so loud. Then he was running, dragging Kathy into a sprint for the road, after a few steps she was running with him, fear driving her legs like never before.
There was confusion, yelling, a voice boomed over a loud speaker, “Everyone out, run for it, away from the vehicles. NOW, NOW, NOW.”
The road was ahead of them. They were on it, suddenly it was getting brighter around them, and Kathy knew she was going to die. She saw other figures running across the road in the deadly illumination. Then they were on the other side of the roadbed. The Sheriff was dragging her down as the sky exploded.
-o-
An instant before they struck tiny linear charges in the cores of the two impactors detonated. In a fraction of a second two tons of concrete converted from solid darts into showers of gravel. A huge amount of the weapons’ kinetic energy was converted into heat and the mass slowed by two thirds in a few hundred feet, but the shower of gravel was still moving faster than a rifle bullet at the muzzle when it hit. The searing shock wave that accompanied the flail of white-hot gravel was almost worse.
Helicopters, cabins, trucks, cars, people, were hammered, shredded and immolated. Fuel blasted out of flayed tanks, mixed with air and exploded. Fragments of metal, plastic, rock, flesh and bone splashed out from the core of the holocaust.
-o-
The shockwave ripped over Kathy, she felt the terrible pulse of heat through her clothes. The ground slammed up at her and the air tried to squeeze her, sound filled the universe, pain stabbed inwards from her ears, she screamed, she knew she was going to die, was dying, the flames were going to eat the flesh from her bones.
Roaring filled her ears, but the heat was gone, cold air was blowing across her instead. She opened her eyes, it was much lighter than it had been a few minutes before, but the light was the terrible red orange glow of fire, not the clean light of the sun. The roaring in her ears didn’t diminish but now she realized that it was because of stunned nerves in her head, not from the outside.
She rolled over and saw the Sheriff was still lying on his back, his eyes staring up. Kathy realized he was watching for any more incoming weapons. They had to be weapons but they had been more like the meteors she had seen in movies about asteroid impacts than any weapon that she had ever heard of.
The Sheriff rolled over and came to his knees looking up over the road, back towards the temporary camp. His face was etched with anger, grief and strain, terrible in the firelight.
Kathy got onto hands and knees and lifted her head up as well. The view across the road was horrible, a pond of fire around the smashed, mangled, flattened, flayed remains of vehicles. One of the trucks she had seen parked on the far end of the row next to the road was still identifiable though it was burning savagely, nothing else was identifiable, it was as if a junk yard had been set alight.
Her ears were humming now and she could hear other sounds, all along the road she could see figures rising to their feet, all of them looking into the hellish cauldron. A crack sounded, and then a string of them, people went diving for the ground, most of them pulling their side arms as they went. The Sheriff was crouching next to Kathy again, he leaned over and yelled, “ammo cooking off in the wreckage, it won’t be safe to go near it for some time.”
“What about survivors?” She yelled back.
He nodded, heaving a sigh and stood up, he scuttled across the road. After a pause Kathy followed, it had been her idea after all.
She stopped as she almost fell over him on the other side; he was hovering over something that glistened terribly in the firelight. Kathy gasped realizing that it was someone lying against the embankment, their back flayed to the bone. She staggered back and turned away retching. A few moments later the Sheriff was next to her, he yelled, “It’s Morrissey, she didn’t make it.”
A figure appeared in the hellish gloom, the slim figure almost immediately recognizable as Martin Quinn, he waved into the conflagration, “The general’s in there somewhere, the idiot ran for his chopper.” He flicked a thumb over his shoulder. “Santiago’s back that way, counting noses. I’ve talked to my people, believe it or not all my people made it. Once bitten twice shy I guess.”
The Sheriff nodded, “Good! What about the rest of the General’s staff and the state troopers?”
“Don’t know; saw the State Trooper major wandering around back that away.”
“I’ll go talk to him.”
-o-
A half hour later the surviving senior officers stood in a circle, with Kathy an observer on the outside. They had finished collecting the survivors, as far as they could tell, half of the people at the command center had died there. The ATF had lost three of its six-person contingent, the FBI had five dead out of twelve, the state troopers four out of ten, the marshals, already hit hard, had gotten out without a scratch. The only survivor from the National Guard’s ten-person contingent was a sergeant, curled up in catatonic shock. Several other survivors were nearly as bad. Disconcertingly there were no physically wounded, people had either died instantly or survived.
Their situation was dire; nothing much had survived the hit. The town was in truth completely cut off from the outside, at least for the night, probably for days. The trunk lines had been cut, no data links out of the valley, cell phones worked as long as you had a local service; with the long distance down a lot of peoples’ cell phones had quit working except for the 911 service.
None of the five men seemed to want to say anything, they stared at each other in the gloom lit by a lamp someone had taken off the fire truck that had come screaming out of town a few minutes after the catastrophe.
The Sheriff looked around, “Well I guess I’ll start, can anyone explain what the hell happened here?”
Carlos Santiago replied, “We got hammered by orbital bombardment weapons controlled by Aristide Industries.”
“What the hell crap is that…why, how?” The State Trooper Major barked.
The FBI agent shrugged tiredly, “I don’t know really, I’m an agent not a scientist. It appears that Aristide Industries has developed some kind of propulsion system that gives them access to space about as easily as you or I can go to the store. They’ve been selling their services to some mercenary outfit and gun runners apparently. My guess is that’s who we met at the Plateau.”
“Shit,” snarled Susan Morrissey’s bitter second in command, “Who the hell would give mercenaries that kind of fire power?”
The Sheriff spoke up, “I suppose that’s as much explanation as we get right now. Unfortunately, it all fits what we know so we have to go with it. It’s dark now, they’ve made sure we’re ineffective, I expect they’ll be down soon to pickup whoever it is they want, then they’ll be on their way.”
“Are they going to go into town, anyone they’ll want to take? If they do we need to get into town and stop the bastards.” The simmering rage in the ATF agent’s voice was as much fear and shock as anything else. .
The Sheriff spoke, “I’ve had my deputies checking, there were a few folks working on the plateau who lived in town but they’re all gone as far as we can tell.”
“Yesterday there were cars and vans full of personal goods and people heading for the facility.” Kathy spoke up.
Santiago looked around then spoke up “I guess we need to make sure they don’t drop in for some hostages or something but other than that we just need to keep an eye on the plateau and report back. This is a military operation not a police one.”
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Blinding
Three hundred miles overhead the big spy satellite called Eagle Seven had changed track ever so slightly to pass directly over Primus Junction. As it came over the horizon the massive telescope lined up on Ship Plateau. In the darkened control room in the Virginia countryside a young woman watched her screen, “good take coming in from Eagle Seven.”
On the command platform over the main floor a senior officer nodded to himself, “Roger tha…” He was interrupted by a tone as an orange light lit up on Eagle Seven’s control workstation. There was a huge display covering the front wall of the control room, it showed tracks of dozens of intelligence satellites, with the five it was responsible for emphasized in dazzling blue. Eagle Seven’s track and location icon were both flicking.
“Intruder alert, orbital intruder, Eagle Seven.” The machine voice was calm.
The woman on the workstation was working feverishly, “Avoidance routine Omega.” She called out. The forty-ton spy satellite’s propulsion system started firing, trying to push it out of the way of the incoming intruder.
Suddenly the air was split by a klaxon’s scream and Eagle Seven’s enunciator light was flickering red. “Laser, Laser, Laser. Critical damage.” The workstation’s screens were covered by red and flickering orange. Then it died, replaced by a red x against a black background, the symbol of spacecraft loss.
The klaxon fell silent, leaving Eagle Seven’s light stack a steady, evil red. The senior officer was standing, “Shit…”
Another tone, another workstation flicked from green to amber, “Intruder alert, orbital intruder, Beagle Four…Laser, Laser, Laser. Critical damage.” The young man at that station leapt away as if his displays had bitten him. He would have done no good anyway, in a few seconds the crimson x had illuminated.
Before that klaxon had stopped another enunciator was flickering amber, “Orbital intruder, high closing velocity.” Before the voice was finished the workstation showed the death cross.
“What the hell? Is this some idiot’s idea of an exercise?” the officer yelled, looking around wildly. Another tone sounded. “Ooh shit, what is happening?” he moaned in despair.
“Sir,” the woman who had been running Eagle Seven yelled, pointing at the big display, “Look, the other satellites are going down as well, even some commercial birds.”
“Oh God, oh God damn! We’re under attack!”
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Cutting Out
Ted stood outside Betsy’s, drawing the smell of autumn into his lungs. It was already deadly cold at night, nights could be bone chilling even during the summer for that matter, but now the trees had lost most of their leaves and people were burning the litter - some people still used wood for heating around here, the autumn scents of wood and leaf smoke were familiar and homey. He looked around, wishing he could see as well as he had as a young man. He often regretted the fading of his eyesight at this time of day, he could no longer enjoy the beauty of the early evening, could only remember it.
He needed to think of the beauty of the past in this bitter present. Ted still couldn’t decide if he regretted teaching Paul Richards how to fly helicopters, somehow he knew it was related, but he couldn’t associate Paul with the murderous actions of whoever was in possession of Ship Plateau. He did regret not pressing forward with his concerns after Aristide Industries focus had obviously shifted away from the canal project. Regretted not pushing Paul harder the last time they had met, and then not talking to Mike about his concerns when Paul had left.
But at the time so much of what he had speculated about had seemed sheer fantasy. Now fantasy had turned enigmatically lethal.
A car moved down the street, a State Police cruiser; at least that’s what Ted assumed from what he could see. He flipped his frequency shifting glasses down and confirmed the guess. The glasses, thin titanium frames with tiny bottle glass lenses, shifted the frequencies of light his eyes could no longer detect into the bands he could. They only helped to a certain extent and they translated the world to red gray shadows, but they did make it possible for him to get about in less than perfect lighting.
“Hey Ted.” He turned to find Betsy standing next to him, a thick padded jacket over the 50’s diner waitress outfit she wore downstairs, her arms folded tightly under her breasts as she looked down the street towards the crossroads where all the law enforcement types had set up camp, along with her husband Mike. She shivered, “Be nice if we had some customers, can’t go on like this too much longer.” Her voice was soft, unfocused, Ted was sure she was worried about Mike, not the Diner.
He reached out to touch her arm, “It’s a restaurant, a good one but just a store, we’ve got a good reputation and we work well together. I’ve got money set aside, so have you. If needs be we’ll fold up here, move back towards Salt Lake - one of the outer ring towns - we’ll do even better there than we did here. Either that or we’ll move to one of the tourist towns.”
She looked at him and even in his red gray dusk he saw the smile light her face. Then she was looking skyward to the south with a frown, “What the heck?”
He followed her glance. Expecting to see little, he was startled by the bright streak falling from the sky. Before he had a chance to fully understand what he was seeing it plunged into the bluff. The world was lit as if the sun had come up from the wrong location. He staggered back, covering his eyes. Betsy cried out in pain and fear.
Ted pulled his hands away from his eyes, watching the boiling cloud of fire rising above the bluff. He tried to decide what had happened, another aircraft shoot down? Then came the sound, an awesome crackling roar ripped across them, followed by a faint seismic shiver. His stomach lurched, what could have done that? A jumbo jet hitting the ground?
Betsy was leaning against the lamppost rubbing her eyes, “What…what was that Ted?”
Ted turned shaking his head, “I don’t know - some kind of aircraft crash?”
Then the sky behind them lit up, Betsy cried out, Ted twisted to see a double impact to the south. And his tacticians mind finally locked onto the locations and the pattern. He felt a sick lurch, “The bastards just destroyed the highways out of town, God damn them. They must be making sure no reinforcements come down this evening….maybe they’re trying to stop anyone leaving town?”
“Oh god above Ted…Mike…Mike’s south.” She was turning when he grabbed her. Betsy sobbed, pulled at his arm, “Ted let go,” anything else she said - or would have said - was drowned by the terrible thunder of the second, closer impact.
Ted waited for the sound to pass, “Stay here Betsy, they fell miles away from the crossroads, you need to stay here there’s nothing we can do right now.”
He heard the sirens of police cars, the fire and rescue people as well. He looked upwards, his hand holding Betsy tightly. The military tactician in his head had already told him another likely target. The sparks confirming his guess appeared, he held onto his friend, the woman he thought of as his daughter, and prayed for her husband. The third impact was the worst, the whole sky to the south seemed to burn for an instant and the sound seemed to come in the same moment, painfully loud, but a small part of his mind noted that there was no seismic shiver this time.
Betsy was yelling and struggling as the emergency vehicles screamed past in a wailing stream. Ted held on grimly, “Stay here Betsy, Mike’s probably OK, he’s smart enough to get out of the way, and he’ll have seen it coming. Stay here, the people who can help are already on their way.”
She settled down a little and Ted herded her back inside, figuring it would be easier to keep her under control inside. As they went inside the big old-fashioned looking phone on the end of the counter was ringing. Betsy leapt at it and sobbed as she heard the voice on the other end, “Oh Mike! I was so afraid…you’re OK?” she listened, nodded “Yes…I suppose…that’s what Ted said, I wanted to come down there but he stopped me.” She glanced up and he was relieved to see the faint fold in the corner of her mouth before she looked away again.
-o-
Betsy’s was busy an hour later, people had flocked into the street to look up and speculate after the strikes. There was no communication with the outside world, phone and internet were down and radio bands were being jammed. Some of the people had drifted onto Main Street and then into Betsy’s for a warm cup of coffee and then for some comfort food. Ted had the two assistant cooks he’d been about to send home an hour before cranking stuff out on an assembly line. They had two big urns setup on the boardwalk with paper cups. Going out to make sure they were full he was startled to see a basket full of dollar bills sitting on top of the urn, people paying for the coffee without being asked, Ted realized that his fellow countrymen still had the ability to make him feel proud.
There was a bit of a crowd inside but the rest of the crowd had moved along. High Noon, the saloon on the corner was doing a roaring business right now. Ted figured they would fade soon.
“Hey Ted.” A familiar voice said quietly.
Ted turned, to find Mike standing in the shadows beside the diner’s window, “Hey Mike, what about the mess at the crossroads?”
The Sheriff flinched then grunted, “Bad, very bad.” He glanced around, used his chin to point back inside, “Betsy in?”
“Yeah, she’s doing fine now she’s busy.”
Mike nodded and smiled faintly, “In a minute can you go in and tell her I’ll meet her out back?” Ted nodded, waiting, Mike nodded, waved around, “You seen any of the folks who used to work up on the Plateau?”
Ted shook his head after an instant’s thought, “No, seen a few of the guys who work on the canal itself, but none of the engineers or administrative types from the tech center.” He pointed at his glasses, “But I’m not the best one to ask you know, you have to get pretty close for me to recognize you, even under the lights, at night.”
Mike nodded unsmiling, “Sorry - forgot, and Ted, thanks for keeping Betsy from running out there. She wouldn’t have liked what she saw, and she doesn’t need that fueling nightmares for years to come.” His face was bleak.
Ted hesitated, “Any idea what’s going on Mike? I know a lot of people who work up on the plateau, there aren’t any of them who I’d have thought would let this happen, let alone take part.”
The Sheriff grimaced, “I know, and I don’t think it’s any of the folks we know…I…well I think they may be in as much or more trouble than the rest of us.”
Ted jerked a nod, “They developed some kind of new propulsion system didn’t they? Then someone else, someone very unpleasant, found out about it and moved in on them?”
Mike had been looking around, getting ready to walk back to the alley that led around back, at this he stopped short; he turned to look at the shorter, older man, “That sounds like more than a guess Ted. Let me have what you know.”
“You know that young guy that came into town a few times, Paul Richards?”
“Met him, Betsy told me you and he seemed to enjoy yakking?”
“I taught him to fly helicopters, or at least simulators Mike. And though he would never say much I got the impression that he used that training to get onto the flight crew for whatever it was they built. More recently he hasn’t been happy about what was going on up there. Wouldn’t really say much, but you could tell it was eating at him. I figured it was some kind of big cargo blimp or the like. Then he said something that left me guessing it might be some kind of spacecraft. Guess that was it, only way they’d have orbital bombardment weapons to burn, knocking out roads.”
“You think Richards is working for them?”
Ted grimaced, “I hope not, but possibly, though AI security was all over him for spending time with me the last couple of times we met.”
Mike looked at Ted with brooding eyes, “Let’s chat about it sometime, hopefully after this is all over. For now stay inside, hopefully this’ll be over tonight.”
Ted shrugged and nodded, pitching his voice even lower, “Figured as much. I hope the Fed’s aren’t stupid enough to try and make a stand, these people are professionals with a hell of a lot of firepower at their back.”
Mike shook his head, “We hope they just want to clean out Ship Plateau.”
Ted nodded.
There was a whistle from above, it dopplered past and faded, Ted looked up but saw nothing, but he saw Mike’s head tracking something. He glanced back at Ted, “Tell Betsy to stay inside, I think it’s starting, tell her I’ll keep my head down. We aren’t going to do anything stupid.” With that he was gone.
Ted turned to go back inside; several people were coming out, “Back inside folks, the Sheriff wants people off the streets.”
-o-
Colonel Bill Borachev sat in his ‘Kirk Chair’ between and behind the pilot and copilot of the AL-1D. The big ex-Boeing 747-F freighter had been converted into an AL-1A a decade earlier entering service with the mission of killing tactical ballistic missiles in boost phase. It had been rebuilt to D standard this year. Now his command, semi officially ‘Light Saber Three’, could hit, and destroy, just about any target it could get a line of sight on. Secondary defensive laser directors provided spherical coverage against aircraft, missiles, even anti aircraft artillery - so at least in theory, he could fight his way into enemy airspace. No one had ever had a good reason to put the theory to the test.
Bill figured that he might have the opportunity today. But they wouldn’t be fighting their way into enemy territory; they’d be fighting their way into nominally US airspace, airspace that the US no longer controlled. The main laser pointing head mounted in the nose was still masked though the laser was warmed up and on standby. Five big spotter turrets on the hull restlessly scanned the outside world for threats and targets.
The Light Saber nickname for the AL-ID, Airborne Laser System had been inevitable but Bill wasn’t happy about it. His command was essentially a commercial freighter that had been painted with visions of sci-fi combat grandeur. Against a conventional enemy Bill was fairly confident his command and its crew of ten air force geeks would acquit themselves well. Against someone with better or even equivalent weapons the Light Saber was likely to end up like Obi Wan Kenobi in the original Star Wars, only quicker.
There were only seven Light Sabers in the world; they were deployed in groups of two or three to provide twenty-four hour coverage wherever they were stationed. At least two, and often three were ‘in the shop’ either being fixed or updated. Bill’s command had been ‘in the shop’ until four hours earlier having one of it’s engines replaced after it had swallowed most of a flock of seagulls on takeoff from their base in Texas.
The four operational aircraft were all on their way home from their various assignments worldwide and the ship with its engines being replaced was probably heaving like a disturbed anthill right now. But for this instant in time Airborne Laser System, Light Saber Three, was the last best hope of the US military to interdict the space borne invaders who had apparently taken over a little town in the heart of Utah.
Bill looked at the big flat screen monitor angled to his right so he could still look out forward over the shoulders of the pilot and copilot. The screen showed the tactical situation. Primus Junction, Utah was almost a hundred miles to his south. At their current altitude the sensors could ‘see’ the town and he ‘dominated’ the airspace over it and for a hundred miles south, theoretically at least.
A couple of AWACS were circling nearby and a squadron’s worth of F-22 Raptors loaded for bear circled even closer to the town. With all this firepower he still felt exposed.
“Alpha Lima Three this is Quick Bat One do you read me?” The soft southern drawl was a pleasure to the ear. General Carol Burns wasn’t quite the peach her voice signaled but she wasn’t bad for a tough, no nonsense scrapper, who had fought her way through, and to a degree into, the Air Force’s old boy network.
Bill tapped his comm pad, “Quick Bat One, Alpha Lima Three reads you clear.”
“Bill you ready?” There was tension in the soft voice.
“Yes General.” His stomach flip-flopped.
“Then you’re an idiot, boy,” she snarled back.
That reply made him laugh, “Always was, way back to my days at the Academy, General.”
“So I read in your records Bill.” A sigh, “Fortunately I don’t have to tell you to go in. I’ve convinced the big stars that we can do just as much from here as from closer in. Perhaps more. From here we’ll see if we can spot their landers coming in. We already know we can spot them and the fighters, at least sometimes. The landers appear to have better stealth than the fighters. We don’t know if they have some kind of bomber as well or if the fighters are also the bombers, it could even be the landers considering how hard to spot they are.”
“We have rules of engagement General.” He interrupted gently.
“Yeah, you should have them on the data link Colonel. You have permission to shoot down anything descending into the Junction; anything taking off you are strictly prohibited from shooting. We think their intent is to pick up civilians, possibly collaborators, but possibly innocents and hostages.”
Bill leaned back, “Kind of tight restriction General, that means anything already down is hands off.” He glanced at the tactical screen, red flickers indicating bogeys flitted above the town. “What about the fighters already there General? They don’t seem to have landed and it doesn’t make sense that they’d have anyone other than bad guys aboard?”
“With no way of really knowing, the answer is no, Colonel. I agree with you but the big stars don’t want to risk it. I didn’t want to point out that anything we do succeed in shooting down may crash on someone’s head, pretty sure they’d have called the whole damn thing off.” The voice was bitter. These days collateral damage or friendly fire accidents were more deadly, to one’s career at least, than enemy fire.
A soft tone focused his attention on his screen. He looked at the upper cross section of the sky above the surface map; both showed an angry red triangle. He checked altitude and cross referenced it to the surface map, “One of the landers apparently General, coming almost straight down.”
“Roger that…Going to combat stations General, talk to you later.” He pulled his helmet off its stand behind his head and put it on. All through the Light Saber the rest of the crew did the same.
Another tone, another red triangle, low down this time, “Another one, just took off from the Plateau.”
“Colonel, the fighters look like they’re lifting out of the valley to cover the landing!”
In the cavernous cargo deck two ultra-lightweight, ultra-high-power-density gas turbines spun up to speed, then huge clutches engaged and the rotors of the super-chilled superconducting generators began to spin feeding tens of thousands of solid-state lasers that would pump coherent light into the main beam. The whole assemblage ate up a significant fraction of its design life just in starting. Complex ducting vented exhaust overboard, appreciably accelerating Light Saber Three.
A few seconds later nearly ten megawatts of laser power was online and the shield over the laser director slid aside and the big telescope lined up on the falling enemy spacecraft. Somehow the enemy knew what was coming, the enemy fighters were accelerating, the tactical display blossomed with red dots, the threat caller yodeled, “viper, viper, viper, missiles in the air.”
A voice came over the general line, General Burns, “Weapons free, anyone shooting at us is a legitimate target. Go get them.”
In the Light Saber’s belly the two secondary laser directors that could bear unmasked and started tracking the missiles. They were obviously late model weapons, zooming for altitude to stoop down from the edge of space on their selected target.
Bill noted with surprise that he wasn’t the main target, most appeared to be targeting the Raptors; apparently the enemy could spot the stealth fighters at longer range than current doctrine taught. But six weapons were coming his way. A couple headed for each of the AWACS, which were already turning and diving away from the sudden threat. He counted twenty weapons in the air.
The defensive lasers fired, five second bursts each before they had to go through a cooling cycle. He swore under his breath, only one missile faded from the screen, the rest coasted up, their main engines had already burnt out. The lasers fired again, this time two targets began to blink as they tumbled and then self destructed.
Bill pulled his eyes away from that battle. The main laser was tracking, well within range and fully powered. He pulled the dual triggers on the main weapon and heard the crack of the laser beam pouring through its beam channel. A moment later Light Saber Three shivered then bucked under him, thrashing him around as, alarms howled, the pilot side of the cockpit blew out, peeled back, there was a thunderous roar of decompression. Bill was flung around in his seat, for a moment he thought he was going to be blown out the gaping wound. But then the world settled down, to a degree, the cockpit was full of sound, and he was still being battered by wind but it was no longer strong enough to make him feel like a rag doll in the hands of a mad giant.
The side of the cockpit was ripped open just below the windscreen to behind his seat; he could see the night sky clearly through the hole. The pilot was gone with his seat and most of the instrument panel on that side. The copilot was sagging sideways in her seat, unmoving.
Somehow the aircraft was still flying, at least it felt that way from where he was sitting, but things had to be spiraling out of control. What instruments he could see on the flight engineers panel were lit up red. The lieutenant at the panel was struggling to get out of his belts. Bill tapped his comm button, “Jack, what’s the status,”
The lieutenant’s helmet jerked around, “Critical Colonel. I think we took at least four hits. One of the engines is gone or dead, the other one on that side’s on fire. I’ve got structural warnings aft; I think we took a hit on the rudder. We’re toast.”
Bill tapped the general alert button, “Abandon, abandon, abandon, hit the silk everyone.” He fought his own belts off as he tapped another button, figuring the comm link had to be gone, “General Burns.”
He was surprised again, “Bill! What’s your situation?”
“On fire and going down General, we hit several of the missiles but they hit me with lasers before we could pot the lander. Sorry General.”
“Get out man, now! I need live leaders not dead heroes.”
“Roger that Ma’am, on my way, out.”
He could feel the big freighter twisting in the air now, the autopilot losing control as systems died.
The escape system for the cockpit crew was a slide like a laundry chute that led to a hole in the ships belly, the only safe avenue of escape in the air. Somehow the engineer and Bill got the copilots flaccid body to the chute. He hit the wounded button on her chute buckle to start the auto timer and let her go; the helmeted head vanished in an instant. He waved the engineer down; the younger man was gone in a second as well. With a last look around Bill stepped over the slides threshold and let go.
The bang on the side of the head as he exited the hull was the next thing he remembered. Suddenly he was tumbling end over end; it took a few seconds for him to spread his arms and legs to stabilize his fall. He was no skydiver; as soon as he was stable Bill pulled the ring and was immensely relieved when he was almost jerked out of his flight boots by the canopy opening.
It was only then that he looked around to see his command. He saw the last few seconds of Light Saber Three’s existence, a flaming meteor plunging towards the desert floor. He was a little shocked to realize how close the ground was; he’d not had a great deal of time left. The great yellow bubble of flame rising from his command’s exit point emphasized the closeness of the call. He prayed he hadn’t lost too many of his crew for so little gain.
-o-
In the end Light Saber Three lost three, the pilot was found still strapped to his seat a few miles from the crash site, the copilot had already been dead when they carried her to the escape slide, the third was a tech sergeant who’d thought his parachute was too much of a pain to wear, and who then panicked and jumped out his escape hatch without putting one on.
The only other fatality was a Raptor pilot unlucky enough to be hit by one of the missiles launched in the first barrage. They lost four Raptors to missiles and two to space fighter lasers but the other pilots ejected safely. The battle had made it obvious that the future of aerospace combat was laser dominated, and for now it was advantage enemy.
-o-
The Sheriff and Federal Marshal Captain stood on the boardwalk looking at ‘Band Park’ where a small crowd had gathered. Someone was standing on the steps of the concrete gazebo-bandstand holding forth on the evils of technology and how they could be saved.
Martin grunted, “At least he isn’t a rabble rouser.”
The Sheriff shrugged, “Some of the Tech’s students are over by the AI facility fence line, they’ve started a couple of bonfires, say they’re holding a vigil, and some of the locals have joined them. The over flights have people spooked and angry. Looking for someone to blame, too many folks work on the Canal for them to be a target. I just hope they don’t come up with some scapegoat, things could get ugly fast.”
Martin nodded but before he could say anything the thumps of supersonic shockwaves followed by the shrieks of fast hulls tearing through the air told everyone in the town that things were happening. A few moments later Martin’s radio toned, “Movement at the plateau! Something climbing out.” Came from his shoulder speaker, then it started to crackle and whine. A voice could be heard trying to say something but no sense got through. The sound rapidly became painful, “Jamming!”
The Sheriff grunted, his radio gear had been all but useless for hours; the cell phone network had still been up so he’d been using that. The Marshal’s communication network used the cell bands so they had also continued to work. Now the enemy was obviously shutting down all communications.
The Sheriff pulled out his cell phone and pulled out its battery pack before tucking it away. Martin did the same with his cell and radio pod. Even jammed the cell phones and radios were beacons to anyone with the right equipment.
Bright white comets leapt up from the direction of the plateau. “Missiles!” the Sherriff spat it like a curse.
“Who the hell are they shooting at?” Martin snarled,
“Air Force? I’d guess Washington’s had enough time to call them in.” Ted said from behind them.
One of the deputies trotted over the street. “Mike, I checked Charley Harker’s house. His neighbors say his family packed up as if going on vacation three days ago. His daughter’s been absent from Junior High the last two days.”
The Sheriff waved his thanks, looked at Martin, “Charley was the canal’s concrete fabrication plant manager. He owns one of the Victorian homes in the center of town, he and his wife had it renovated when he moved here, his wife’s been working on it ever since, it’s a show place.”
There was a movement behind them, “Sheriff!” an urgent voice spoke.
“Cliff?” Mike and Ted said almost in unison seeing Cliff Samson standing back in the shadows.
The red haired man looked gaunt, cold and disheveled, “Look I don’t think I have much time, you have to believe me none of us ever wanted, understood what they were willing to do.”
“Who is doing this Cliff?” Ted asked.
“Not Aristide, at least I don’t think so; I’m not sure how much he knew about some of what was going on. We took orders from Conrad for most of the last year, and Olarik.”
“Who?”
“Howard Conrad, he’s Aristide’s COO, but I think he’s been working for someone else all along. Olarik is some mercenary, calls himself a Colonel, he runs, ran the fighter program.”
There was a deep fluttering growl from overhead and something big passed over. There were yells and shouts, a couple of shots but whatever it was gone.
“Shit, that’s the Moonbeam. I thought they’d be looking for me.”
“Do you have your cell phone?” The marshal asked harshly.
Cliff shook his head, “Dumped mine, but Wendy and Tilly had theirs, I tried to use them to muddy our trail” He saw their puzzled look, “Look Wendy, my wife, was never hot on the moon colony, when we were told we were evacuating a couple of days ago she decided to run. Didn’t tell me but she got off the plateau with Tilly and to her sister’s house here in town. That’s where I found them. I tried to get out of town but the roads are closed.”
“Moon colony?” Mike asked faintly.
“That’s what the Plateau project was all about, about colonizing space, the moon. Aristide’s always had a dream, he believed he had a mission and the Paaly Stack gave him the key. But he never understood others had other plans.”
Suddenly the sky was blotted out by something huge and the fluttering growl was back, the Sheriff cringed instinctively. Then an immense black something settled down, spanning the road and onto the park, there was a squealing splintering crunch as a massive landing pad crushed a small car parked across the way. Its size and utter silence were shocking, no rocket backwash, no torrent of air, no flashing lights, no eerie glow, nothing. The Sheriff realize it was roughly pyramidal in shape about the same time as he saw the lethal black shape restlessly sweeping an arc, a cannon of some kind about halfway up the side on one corner.
“Damn, that’s a big cannon...” Martin yelped, there was a crash and a glowing rectangle in the side of the craft and black figures leaping out and down onto the road and sidewalk. A good dozen moving towards Betsy’s with the urgent assurance of trained infantry, weapons at the ready.
Both the Sheriff and Martin knew all they could do is get people killed and lifted their hands away from their bodies. Martin muttered out of the side of his mouth, “You know as well as I do that someone’s going to do something stupid.”
As if his words had conjured them up there was a snarl of unmuffled engines and the flash of headlights. Two old pickup trucks roared around a corner down the street, the one in trail looked like it went up on two wheels going around the corner much too fast for its old undercarriage. They both screamed to a halt several hundred feet short of the forbidding black slope of the spacecraft. There was no motion from either one, the Sheriff decided they had to be staring straight down the muzzle of an auto cannon.
Then there was a yell from the other direction, “Take this you damned Space Invaders!” Followed by a flash and bang, Mike had heard, seen that effect before, his eye tracked the big slow moving RPG round spiraling through the air.
The infantry returned fire, the Sheriff saw somebody falling near the launch point just as the flying bomb impacted a minivan two cars down from the spacecraft and blew it to scrap.
“Oh shit.” The Sheriff swore, bracing for more death.
But he was wrong, the infantry, space marines maybe, except for the four who had turned to engage the idiot with an RPG, kept moving, the big man in the lead, with the black balaclava battle mask all but ignored the Sheriff, Martin and Ted, instead he pointed at Cliff, “Mr. Samson, you are to come with us.” His voice was clipped, probably not American but not really identifiable.
Someone in the back of one of the old trucks had a bullhorn, “Hey space invader creeps, get the hell out of town before we blow your sorry asses out of existence.” The alcohol slur in the voice explained just about everything. The Sheriff wondered in disgust if his wife would forgive his getting killed outside her restaurant because of a drunken redneck idiot.
The soldier ignored it, beckoned to Cliff, who looked at the other three, “Please, remember we didn’t intend this, look after my Wendy and Tilly.” Then he went.
“Hey, you Space Invaders, what the hell do you want?” the drunken voice thundered down the road, its owner not seeing the dozen infantry and the one slender captive move back to the ship. A few seconds later it simply lifted up and away, it was so sudden so silent that it caught the Sheriff, who had been expecting it, by surprise, there were a couple of shots into the sky but the craft was gone.
The Sheriff let go what he had no control over and ran down the road, he came to a stop beside the sprawled body and empty RPG tube, John John Johnson the trucker he had talked to this morning, stared up at the sky with mute surprise at being dead.
Martin came to a stop next to Mike and stripped off his jacket to throw over the horror of the smashed in chest and almost unmarked face, “Idiot,” he muttered in harsh benediction.
The Sheriff sighed, “Yeah, well I know how he felt; he just had a problem controlling his impulses.”
There was a yell, pointing fingers, screams of fear. Brilliant stars fell out of the sky, one after the other, in what seemed an endless stream. At first his heart stopped, before he realized the missiles were falling away from the town, towards the plateau.
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An Ending
The image showed something like hell, what looked like it might be a volcano cauldron, but instead of spewing rocky projectiles the rocks fell inwards. The picture was from some distance but it still caught the mind numbing violence of the bombardment. Caught the moment when a section of rock measuring a significant fraction of a mile across split away and fell into the valley below.
“...I am assured that what you are seeing are rocks being dropped from orbit onto the ex base of the so called Space Raiders on what the locals call Ship Plateau.” The striking blond talking head had huge eyes and breasts enhanced by a jacket that fit like a second skin, she looked to the side, “They sure look like Blaster Bolts to me, don’t they to you Ted?”
The male equivalent of the blond nodded his head fiercely, “Rocks don’t do it for me. The Raiders have been pulling new tricks faster than the Air Force or NASA can get their stories straight. It’s clear the current administration has let us down one more time, in a catastrophic way....”
The image one of several news crews had caught of the destruction of Ship Plateau began to play and the nearly brainless talking heads began to recycle their inane chatter.
Benjamin VanBunt muted the channel with a giggle, though agony was squeezing his heart in more ways than one. The picture showed tiny darts of fire falling across the sky again and again, the terrific flashes as they hit, and the clip that caught the cliff falling. Other pictures showed a roadblock in the dark, another clip showed people running and pointing as the sparks fell.
The Aristide Industries logo flashed up on the screen and a rather tousled young man appeared opposite the big eyed blond. Ben groaned again, he knew that young man; he was an industrial economist who knew AI well. The two of them had met and talked several times over the last few years.
Ben tore his eyes away from the mute screen and looked around, at his desk and computer. Then at the door that lead out of his office, into an office now full of confused men and women he had lied to, whom he had destroyed. Most of them were good workers, had done good work, they’d just done that work on figures Ben had invented, recently from almost whole cloth. But no one was going to believe that, none of those well-paid young men and women would ever be able to get equivalent positions again. There were a couple of them he could imagine committing suicide because of his treachery.
He looked down at the single malt scotch in the glass gripped tightly in his right hand. He lifted it to his lips and took a slug; its smooth fire burnt his tongue and throat as it rolled down. It didn’t do the tearing pain in his belly any good but he didn’t care about that. The buzz of the alcohol did help the mental pain, a little.
He had a cramp in his arm so he set the glass down so he could work it a bit.
He walked over to the computer, tapped a couple of switches. ‘Access denied, judicial lockout.’ The same as before. He snorted to himself, a flicker of amusement lightening his mood. He looked out of the window; the sky outside was an infinite blue, not unusual for Bermuda. Aristide Industries headquarters had been here for years because of the liberal corporate laws here.
AI was actually incorporated in Hong Kong, but having the headquarters in this more central and rather internationally chic location had been a great coup. Howard Conrad’s computer security creeps had always smarmily assured Ben that the island’s networks were well buffered from the EU and the American snooping, on top of which the AI systems were supposedly secure to a level hardly imaginable by the cretinous American bureaucrat spies.
Apparently Howard’s amoral young geeks had been wrong on most counts, though they HAD kept the system secure long enough for Ben to do his worst. He was fairly sure that the key data was probably beyond recovery, he could see the wisp of smoke rising from the small building that held HQ’s local data servers.
He heard the knock on his door, and called out, “Come in.”
The willowy young brunette who came in was less pretty than usual, her face drawn with shock and disbelief. Ben looked at her, schooling his face to a blank, “Yes, Annalisa?”
“Sir there are police officers at the gate, armed police, some of them are Americans, they want to speak to you. There are soldiers out there as well.” She whispered.
Through the door Ben could see that the office outside was empty, apparently his young men and women had already left, looking at the clock he realized he’d been in stasis for the better part of four hours, no wonder they had left, they were all smart enough to know what was coming. Only lovely, loyal Annalisa was still here. The alcohol was making him maudlin he realized, he wanted to cry.
“Open the gates, tell the guards to go home, they’ll come through anyway. Tell everyone to go home Annalisa, you too, it’s all over, no point in hanging around the corpse.” His voice was startlingly level. But that part of him was discrete from his soul; his soul sat and did cry inside. The pain in his arm and his belly were much worse now. The fire was spreading and he could no longer deny what it portended, he no longer cared, welcomed it in fact.
“Yes sir…Sir, what happened?” Tears were pouring down her cheeks.
“We gained the stars Annalisa, gained the stars and lost our souls…just remember that when you go on tourist trips to Mars one day Annalisa. Remember me, remember what pride can do, what it gives with one hand it steals with the other. Now go, go before they start arresting everyone in sight.” He was having a hard time keeping the pain back now. She turned and almost ran; he gasped out a yell, “And close the doors behind you.”
-o-
It took the police almost forty minutes to find the office they wanted in the warren of ultramodern cubicles and desks. Much of that time was taken up battering through two sets of steel reinforced oak doors. In frustration they did start arresting just about everyone in sight, mostly men and women too shocked to think, to leave. But they got no one who knew anything. Benjamin Van Bunt’s body was already cooling by the time they reached him. Dead of a massive heart attack, the only oddity the beatific smile etched into his pain ravaged face.
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Passages
Paul sat on the fold out seat of his walking stick and looked out over Luna Haven letting the faint hum of his life support system fade into the background. Against the sun blasted moonscape with its knife sharp horizon the bustle around Luna Haven was disconcertingly unreal.
He was out here for exercise, to fulfill his monthly suit checkout time and to think. It was Wednesday, five days since the Alexis Aurora had landed and they were still cut off from news, and there had been no Moonships full of new colonists. People were upset, particularly those who were just now realizing how much they had been depending on control of the Moonships. Trouble with alcohol and other drugs had spiked along with claustrophobia, things that had been unheard of till a week ago.
They all agreed that some kind of infighting regarding control of the Stack and space was ongoing. But given that, Olarik seemed to be acting strangely. He had done nothing about the refugees Paul had brought up from Earth. He had even turned a blind eye to the weapons the refugees had brought up. A military crew had flown the Alexis back to Earth but the Moonship was back on the moon again, just not at Luna Haven.
Human history was at a pivot point but they were in the dark as to the events unfolding on Earth. Conti had a crew of techs putting together a portable listening post and covert fiber optic cable, it was supposed to be ready for deployment later today. But the exterior of the town was certainly under observation; they couldn’t simply drive over the horizon in one of the moon buggies without getting spotted.
There was the Luna Truck, which he’d been working on with ‘kids’ from ‘Luna Tech.’ Luna Tech was what they called the education system here, the system used a lot of computer aided teaching with a wide range of tutors providing support. Kids were anyone who wanted to take a particular course. Paul had started the design projects class he’d taken on with the Truck, and it had, sort of, gotten out of hand.
The truck was a Stack propelled freight hauler. It had an open cockpit, a triangular hull with three legs, three stacks and a small railed deck on its top surface, but it was mainly intended to lift cargo in slings. They already had three locations on the dark side and using the Moonships for small cargos was a waste and ground transport wasn’t practical over more than a few miles.
It had started out as a design study; then some of his ‘kids’, including Steve, had turned up with parts. Now the frame of the Truck, along with most of the parts needed to finish it, were in the small dome they used as a repair hanger. At current progress they’d probably be ready for a test hop in a few weeks.
He’d thought about using it to try and get to Earth or at least get into contact with Earth. But the Truck had no long range navigation system, no cabin, and wasn’t the least bit stealthy. It seemed more like a way to get someone killed than a solution, to this problem anyway.
His mind drifted back to the overall problem then on to a lot more pleasant subject, Julia Chisholm, her smile, her brilliant blue eyes. Then his mind hopped to Cooper Paaly, blue eyes wide with shock, utterly speechless at the sight of Julia.
Now he had seen the two of them together Paul had found it hard to believe that he hadn’t realized who she had to be long before. The similarities to her grandfather were clear but relatively minor, while she had her father’s eyes, nose and cheekbones, and probably the same hair, though Coop’s hair had been silver white as long as Paul had known him. As far as he could tell the similarity mostly stopped at the skin, she might be fearless, smart, quick and stubborn, but she was not arrogant, cocksure and blind to the feelings of others.
It also explained the odd relationship between Paaly and Aristide. Julia’s mother, Aristides daughter had all of both parents headstrong independence, as an undergraduate she had met, and essentially seduced Cooper, then dumped him before she knew she was pregnant.
Later, a single mother, having never told Cooper about his daughter, she had met, fallen in love with, and married Chisholm. It was the rancher who had convinced her to tell Paaly and Aristide about Julia.
Of course one of the things that rubbed Richard Aristide the wrong way was that he had, almost by accident, introduced his daughter to Cooper, who had already been doing contract research for Aristide by then.
Paul shook his head, to say the least Richard and Cooper were interesting case studies in being too smart and self centered for your own good. Thankfully, the worst aspects appeared to have been civilized over the years, his mind wandered back to Julia.
-Friday-
Stepping outside of her, hopefully, temporary apartment Julia rubbed her head ruefully, she decided once more that she was an outdoorswoman and a bit too impetuous for Luna gravity mixed with Earth scale doorways and concrete and steel door frames. That was on top of the fact that she felt a little claustrophobic even with brightly colored walls and ceilings with cunning lighting that gave a sense of space.
She strolled down the passageway to a connector and turned, she smiled at a small group of men and women standing chatting quietly in one of the corner spaces. One of the men, from the repair shop where she had been helping out part time, waved to her with a tight smile, nerves were getting out of hand. As she strode down the hallway there was an approaching buzz, an electric cart passed her, this wasn’t one of the main thoroughfares, those were getting almost dangerously clogged.
Heading towards where she thought the Clinic was, she’d been there a couple of times but never from her apartment and the directions Janice had given the previous night at dinner had been rather vague.
She felt sad, she’d been feeling this way since she’d found out that Cooper, her father, was dying. When she had first seen him here, haranguing Paul in his unworldly, if good natured, way she had not realized how changed he was. Only later had she seen how bone thin he was, how he sagged tiredly, even in the light gravity of Luna.
She hadn’t met Cooper till she was six and didn’t know him well but he’d been an oddly comforting icon as she grew up, she loved her dad and the ranch but she loved technology and machines in a way Sam Chisholm could never understand but Cooper Paaly had instantly recognized. She’d loved and revered him a bit like a personal deity, that he was the inventor of the Stack had seemed dazzlingly right. Finding out that he was dying, had weeks, months at most, to live, was a blow to the underpinnings of her world.
Yesterday evening she had dinner with Cooper, Janice, Conti and Conti’s wife. Cooper had been at his best, regaling them with his eccentrically self-centered view of the world and events. She’d decided the only reason no one had ever killed the old reprobate was that he didn’t take himself terribly seriously. It seemed that sometimes he almost had to take the positions he did just because it irritated other people.
A bit surprisingly she realized she had reached her destination and walked through the automatic sliding door into the clinic. The main part was an open office area and Janice Jones was sitting at a desk, she smiled kindly. “Hey Julia, I enjoyed dinner last night.”
Julia nodded, “So did I.”
Janice looked down at her hands, “How was your day?”
“Conti asked me to help out in operations then I substituted in a high school level math course. I talked to the repair shop, they want me to help out tomorrow morning again. I guess they like my work with the micro-soldering station.”
“I can see why, you have the hands of a surgeon.” Janice wiped her eyes.
Julia perched on the desk and reached over, “You OK?”
“Yeah,” the older woman said quietly, “I left him at the coffee shop, he’d dozed off in his chair after he’d had his cup of tea.”
Julia squeezed Janice’s shoulder, the older woman closed her eyes and sighed, “It’s a miracle he’s still alive Julia. The statistics say he should have died months ago, he’s so far beyond the tail of the statistical curve he’s a walking miracle. The Doc, and Doc Fleck for that matter, both think that medical facilities will be a huge growth industry for the Moon. We could beat out Florida and Japan for the oldest average population in next to no time.”
Julia hesitated, shrugged, “I suppose. But the man who gave us that will be gone.”
“Yes…not that he’d ever think much of old age homes and clinics on ‘his’ moon. He’s much more interested in telescopes, experiments on his invention, building starships, even mines. People and their needs are more a distraction than anything else, unless they help him directly you know.”
Julia couldn’t help smiling faintly at this clear-eyed assessment of her father’s foibles. She knew that Janice slept with Cooper; they also bickered like a comfortable old couple. Julia could tell that Janice loved the old rascal for all his irritating inability to relate well with the rest of the world.
She whispered, “I didn’t get to know him when I was growing up and soon he’ll be gone.”
Janice sighed and nodded, closing her own eyes, squeezing tears back, “I know…damn the bastard, I’ll miss him a lot.”
Julia got up and went around the table to hug the older woman.
-Monday-
Nothing was ever easy Paul decided as he sat watching the scroll panel display in Cooper’s lab. Nearby a short fat cylinder sat and hummed, it had thick bundles of fiber optics protruding from six vacuum sealed ports at its waist. It was the latest version of the sensor stack and it was doing something, Cooper thought it was sensing, Paul agreed, he just wasn’t sure that it was sensing what Cooper thought it was.
Since coming back to his Luna exile and the blackout Cooper had all but frozen him out of the sensor stack work. At first Paul had thought it was because he was upset with Paul about Julia but now was fairly sure that Cooper had been doubting himself and unwilling to talk about it.
Then last night Cooper had called to leave a message. “Paul I’ve made a breakthrough with the detector. I left the prototype running in my lab, collecting data, my latest set of notes are in your in box. It works Paul, I saw Earth on the display the other day, since then I’m almost certain I’ve seen Venus, Mars and the Sun. But more importantly, after letting it gather enough referential data the parsing system was showing things I’m almost certain are Earth orbiting satellites.” There had been a long silence, then he’d spoken again in a near whisper, “I’m tired Paul, I know the end is near, and I know I’m just a cranky old man, always have been, I think my part’s done in this...it’s your time to shine again.” Then he had hung up.
The lab had opened to his touch and as Cooper had said the equipment had been running. Paul had resisted looking at the old image records and data files until he’d finished reading the notes and going over the equipment setup. It was best to check that what his old friend thought he was doing and what the equipment had been set up to do were the same, they weren’t always, but Cooper’s mistakes were often as interesting as his intentions. Paul was fairly confident that this rig was doing what Cooper intended. However the software had been patched so many times no one could know what it was doing.
Paul closed his eyes, then glanced at the scroll screen. It showed code as well as a processor matrix and a dynamic process map, the system was adaptive recursive, trying to learn from the data set and model in stability. With the huge data set it was working with it appeared an impossible problem, until one realized that there were big chunks of repetitive data and the system was actually making progress.
He glanced at another screen, it showed a misty cube in space with the location of the Earth embedded inside and a shimmery sheet bisecting both. This was the target set that Cooper thought he had set up. But the sensor ‘saw’ the universe from a different perspective than normal, range to a certain extent was unimportant, its center point was the center point of overall mass within its ‘view’ and locally that was very near the center of the Sun. What Cooper had been looking at was Sol and probably Venus.
A pure software bug he’d found was a cycle counter that had been resetting the system almost randomly, because it thought the processors were trapped in loops. Another problem was that the processors kept over running the data storage capability of the local hardware which also caused resets.
One by one he’d tracked down the problems and either fixed them or had people he knew fix them, though the centering wasn’t so much a bug as an irritating feature. So now the processor was working on the stored data from the earlier runs while he gathered new data.
He’d been here for almost twenty four hours straight, a couple of times he thought he’d been on the edge and then found something else wrong. The sensor stack and processors took the better part of eight hours to ‘model’ the ‘look’ volume to a point where the data could be pulled out as anything more than apparently random noise. He now had the one apparently clean set of Cooper’s old data being worked on by a separate processor while the stack system built up a new one.
A little while later he jerked awake, blinking groggily, confused, a moment before he’d been about to kiss Julia when something had beeped loudly. He realized he’d been asleep, dreaming. His eyes took a moment to focus and then his heart leaped. One of the screens had shifted to show something that looked a lot like the cross cut of a tree trunk, growth rings and all, they were colored to represent density. The closer he looked the more complexity became evident, what looked like convective cells and the variations in density were immense. The core was a disk of white with speckles of other colors.
Cooper had ‘centered’ the system, he thought he’d been looking at the moon, but his notes said the best image he’d gotten was very vague. With this new look it was obvious that this wasn’t the moon. It was the sun, he was looking at the operation of the sun in some detail in near real time.
He changed the point of view, an external view ‘looking’ at the outer layer as if from outside. Now it was obvious that he was looking at the sun, the vast flames one saw in science programs could just be made out. The field of view hadn’t been big enough to capture anything beyond the sun.
Paul pulled up the active data set to check on its status and realized that it must have beeped. His hands danced on the keyboard and another image replaced the targeting image. Now the screen was black with two rendered spheres. One had an odd mottled appearance but the mottling pattern was familiar, he could see Eurasia and Africa, the other was a bland orange with a faint stippling. He scrolled over and expanded the image of the smaller sphere. The orange golf ball expanded, and Paul felt his smile almost hurting as the cratered surface features of Luna emerged. Another change of view showed him a cross section, in a second he had more details about Luna’s internal structure than decades of previous probing had gathered.
He swung Earth into the center of the image. He could see the continents and the geography of his birth world in considerable detail. A faint haze of atmosphere smeared the surface; the oceans were semi transparent mirrors. A cross section showed the interior of the living Earth in startling detail.
His let his hands rest on the edge of the keyboard and thought then typed in some search parameters. The world vanished leaving blackness, he frowned and typed in a few more commands, suddenly sparks lit up. One much brighter than the rest, he rolled in on it, after a point it wouldn’t magnify any more, but he was looking at a faint sprawl of lines around a tiny thorax, almost like some kind of bug, he smiled, it was the International Space Station, its solar arrays and radiators spread out like the wings and legs of some space going insect.
With a sigh he leaned back into the chair closing his eyes, resting them for a moment before getting started on the next stage of the work.
-Tuesday-
That was how Julia found him in the morning, asleep, surrounded by glowing screens with enigmatic images and scrolling text.
She knew, though the details were unclear to her, that Paul and her father had been working together for years on the Stack, that while Cooper was the inventor it was Paul’s genius to turn concepts into practical hardware, hardware that had given humanity the solar system. In the week and a few days she had been ‘up’ she had heard a dozen stories about Paul and her father. They were the founding myths of this new society, every one needed its founding legends, and those she’d already heard about Cooper and Paul were better than most. She was fairly sure that the only reason that this place hadn’t collapsed into chaos yet was that people believed Cooper and Paul would pull another rabbit out of their hat.
She felt tears trickle down her cheek at the news she had to wake him to.
He woke up instantly when she touched his shoulder, he looked at her with something warm, and then he saw her expression and his grew tight and grim, “Coop?”
“He’s just hanging on, he had a relapse overnight, it won’t be long.”
Fifteen minutes later they entered the dispensary. There was a small crowd already there, Conti among them, he waved Paul and Julia upstairs. The doctor was standing near the head of the stairs; he looked up as they appeared, “Paul, Julia.”
“How is he Doc?” Paul asked softly
“Janice found him unresponsive this morning. She’s beating herself up over it, for no reason, Coop’s been on the edge of a collapse for weeks now.”
“In there?” Paul pointed to the sound deadening curtains surrounding one of the ward’s six beds.
The doctor nodded, “Janice is with him.”
The lights inside the cloth walled room were dim and restful. Janice rose to hug Julia when they entered. “You doing alright Janice?” Paul asked giving her a gentle hug, she smiled through the tears, “Yes, thank you, Paul.”
Cooper’s still bright blue eyes opened, and the head shifted very slightly, “Ah, there you are you flighty young wastrel. Why all the long faces? Wondering what you’re going to do without me?” The voice was thin, querulous, and very much Cooper Paaly. Janice and Julia turned with soft cries almost as if the dead had risen.
Paul took a step forward and settled down on the edge of the bed, “Always need to have the final word, don’t you Coop?” His hand rested on the terribly bony shoulder.
“Because I’m always so obviously right,” his lips curled faintly as his blue eyes closed again. But consciousness animated the features, the thin voice spoke again, “I wish I could spend more time with you Paul, with you and Julia…and with Janice …but I think my time’s up this turn of the circle.”
Paul felt a knot rise in his throat and he couldn’t think of anything to say. He could feel Julia standing behind him, her hand settled on his shoulder.
Cooper’s eyes opened, focused over Paul’s shoulder, “Hey daughter.”
“Hello Father.” Her voice was choked.
He smiled, shook his head weakly, “Don’t cry for me Julia, I had a life, a good one by most measures, though I didn’t always do as I should have by people. I was lucky to be able to meet you once more before I died. Tell your mother goodbye for me; give her my love and appreciation for raising you so well.” His eyes were closed again. Paul felt the soft wetness of her tears on his neck.
“Janice?” Coopers eyes were closed still.
She sat on the other side of the bed, “Yes dear?”
“Thank you for a good last year, I wouldn’t have lasted this long without you to support me, love me, and make life worth bearing during the bad times. Thank you for loving me, even though I know I’m not the most loveable of people.” Janice leaned forward and carefully, wordlessly hugged him.
Time flowed past, Paul could see his friend was still alive, thought he was still conscious but couldn’t be sure until the brilliant blue eyes opened again, and focused on him. The voice was even weaker now, “Paul the detector...”
Paul squeezed his arm, “It’s working Coop, as usual there were a couple of minor things you’d overlooked, I’m already thinking of how to use it to pull our chestnuts out of the fire.”
Cooper smiled faintly his eyes closing, “We were always the best team, it’s a pity we didn’t meet earlier. Or maybe fate just saved the best for last...” The words at the end were faint wisps of sound, only intelligible because of their inevitability.
This time the eyes stayed closed, and the faint intimations of consciousness faded from the sunken face. The three mourners sat on the old man’s bed as his life faded. Fifty minutes after his last words the thin chest had stopped lifting and falling. Paul stood up; Janice took one thin wrist in her hand for a moment, and then folded it over the stilled chest.
“I’ll make the announcement.” Paul said softy, Janice and Julia nodded. He turned and parted the heavy curtains.
-Wednesday-
Paul stood and watched as the moon suited figures strode towards the town, Julia and Paul had spoken about Cooper the father and the friend before the pastor had said his conventional words aimed at soothing the grieving, and they had closed with a couple of old hymns. Now those who had taken the trouble to come out to the memorial were making their way back to the safety of their new home. They’d had a wake last night and arranged the service for the mid day break today so as many people could attend or at least watch, as possible.
He found it interesting that he could tell many of them apart even in their suites. People were personalizing them more and more, but also there were cues in general shape and how people moved that the human brain was designed to spot.
Then he turned to look at the simple memorial, a red granite obelisk they had brought with them and raised when the first person had died on the moon. Cooper hadn’t been the first, there were three graves now. The first had been a sixty year old grandmother who’d died in her sleep. The other had died in a stupid industrial accident. A container had bounced off the forks of a high lift and fallen on her. Her suit had stayed sealed and operational but she’d died instantly with a caved in rib cage and broken neck, about the same as if it had happened on Earth.
The memorial was just that, a memorial to those who died during the first push to colonize a place other than the Earth. As with the others a glassified cylinder of Cooper’s ashes was slotted into the memorial behind a steel plate with his name and dates, the rest of the ashes were recycling in one of the garden domes.
“Mr. Richards.” Paul blinked at the sound of his name, looked around, saw the bulky shape he had spotted earlier.
“Colonel Olarik, thank you for attending.”
“Doctor Paaly will be remembered, hopefully for the right things.”
“Yes I hope he will, I think we need to try and make sure it happens, Colonel.”
“Colonel now is it?” The figure came to a stop, somehow looking thoughtful
“I think so, we’ll have to see if I’m right won’t we?”
“Yes you will Mr. Richards. Will you walk with me?” The other man made an oddly courtly sweep of the arm back to the town.
“Certainly Colonel,” Paul said moving forward.
Olarik angled to walk around the bulk of the settlement, Paul just went along. After a few moments the mercenary spoke. “Paul, do you trust me enough to tell me what you have guessed of the situation we find ourselves in?”
Paul thought about this, “Why not? Our lives are in your hands, Arkan.” He paused, then, “Let’s see, my guess is that the cat’s out of the bag and in the canaries on Earth. We were spotted taking off from Palalo Sadong and that nearly deserted valley with its port, airport etc. has to have pointed a finger at Aristide Industries, which will eventually lead back to the canal project and Ship Plateau. Howard Conrad may have been working for Aristide but he’s part of the mercenary organization called the Crimson Staff, probably for many years. It seems likely that Palalo Sadong’s Admiral General is also involved. And I think that there is a power struggle going on between factions, at least two, possibly four. They all want control of the Stack, perhaps near earth space as well, and if the Admiral General knows, he’s dreaming of empire.”
Olarik chuckled grimly, “I do so like working with people who pay attention and are succinct. I assume that you’ve talked this over with Conti and Captain Chisholm?”
Paul hesitated, a bit startled by the title he’d attached to Julia’s name. Then he went on, “What’s been going on, on Earth, since the blackout Arkan? What has happened to the rest of the people at the Plateau? Nothing good, it’s gone on too long. Originally I thought perhaps the Admiral General had tried to grab us, was out flanked by Aristide or Conrad, who were playing the space control card soft. Now the silence has got me worried. They know that attacking the US, especially by surprise, is a ticket to oblivion don’t they? Space control or not, Paaly Stacks or not, they’ll hit back eventually, might not be this year or next but they don’t forgive that sort of thing.”
There was a long silence, he didn’t answer the question directly, “I want to consult with you, Conti and Miss Chisholm, probably Major Sukala as well, possibly Dr. Fleck.”
“You could order us around if you wanted Colonel, why ask?”
This elicited a sigh, “Isn’t it obvious? Because I need your fire and heart not just your brains, you are quite right there are factions, or maybe prime actors.”
Even through the suit coveralls Paul saw the shrug, “Your guesses are right, mostly. There is a multi way split but I think, pray, that not all of the fracture lines are visible. Aristide Industries is no longer a player; no one has seen Richard Aristide for a week now. The Admiral General is playing for Empire. Conrad’s trying to play Mindow but who’s playing who is unclear. The Crimson Staff, if there is such an organization, is probably supporting both of them and waiting to see who wins. The Chinese have to be angling for access to the Stacks.”
Paul groaned, “What about Primus Junction, the others who were coming up?”
A grunt, “Things aren’t good but the other colonists are fine. They are one of the things we need to talk about but first I have to decide what to do here. We’re not a part of their calculus right now, we’re so vulnerable they are sure I’ll do what I’m told, be the good little garrison commandant.”
Paul sighed, “Do we even have a way of getting supplies up?”
“The Alexis Aurora is commanded by a crew loyal to me and they’re on their way up.”
Paul asked, “Do you really have space weapons Arkan?”
“Nothing like the rumors. There were missiles but they were only passing through. As far as I know there are no space suitable missiles in inventory, yet. We have six fighters and a couple of heavy lasers on mobile mounts as well as some rapid fire cannons with vacuum stabilized ammo. The living quarters are pretty well protected; we need to prepare for the worst, heavier cover layers, disaster redoubts, emergency drills.”
“Arkan, defending a fixed point against rocks launched at orbital velocities is near impossible. They’ll probably have to get pretty close in to drop rocks accurately enough, you may hurt the bombers but won’t stop the rocks and it’s all pointless if we don’t have a chance at relief; we can’t stand off a siege.”
Another grunt, “Nice to know you’ve got a feel for military realities.”
“So you want to discuss our helping defend Luna Haven, create a base for you, what’s in it for us.”
“You mistake my intent Paul,” The big Kazak laughed, “You see I’ve never really been in this for the money or the power. I am in my way, quite the romantic.” There was a great deal of self directed sarcasm in that last, “While I could support either Aristide or Conrad the Admiral General is the most likely victor and while I’m a bloody handed realist I’m no lover of tyranny. I need a Luna civilian government to work for, and you and Conti are the only leaders who count right now, and the other three are both smart and highly connected in various ways.”
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Constitutional
An hour later Paul walked up to the chamber they used for meetings, he had seen Julia going up the stairs ahead of him. When he opened the door, Conti, Dr. Fleck and Sunil were also there waiting.
“So, what’s so important, Paul?” Conti looked old and tired, the others just grim.
“Olarik met me out by the monument.”
This caught their attention, “What did he want?” Conti asked sharply.
“He says he wants to hand his problems over to us.”
“What?” All four of them said, practically in unison.
Paul shrugged, “He claims he’s just been following orders, watching how things unfold. Badly apparently, now he’s afraid the Admiral General’s gotten control of the other Moonships and Aristide’s assets below high orbit and he doesn’t want a tyrant like Mindow to get power. Olarik’s never struck me as a thug, I think he’s telling the truth, though he’s also trying to save his own skin. He knows Luna Haven is extremely vulnerable to just about anyone who knows we are here, which is pretty much everyone apparently.”
“Crap.” Conti’s head sank into his hands.
Julia looked at Paul, “Why are you telling the three of us Paul?” she waved at Fleck and Sunil. “Olarik wants to see an independent Luna Haven, that was always the intention of Richard Aristide, and Olarik wants us to go through with it. He can then legitimately be the military arm of a political entity. By and large Luna Haven’s colonists are low profile folk. The five of us have connections and communication skills that are going to be important to our survival.” Paul replied.
“What are you talking about? Declaring independence, from whom?” Fleck sounded disgusted.
“One of the things we have to decide. I’m not advocating pointing fingers, no reason to, no one really claims us yet. We just declare a Luna Republic and move on.”
Sunil snorted, “Then what? He, the Admiral General, is just going to kiss your cheeks and smile? If that filthy bastard’s grabbed control of your precious Moonships he’s got plans and they won’t be small ones. He’s probably nuts, he’s certainly a murderous scum, but he’s also very smart. If you declare independence and you have anything he wants he’ll come and take it or at the least make sure we’re not alive to use it.”
Julia nodded grimly, “You will have painted a big red bull’s eye on your little city,” Paul looked at his hands wondering how to say what he had to say, then Julia continued quietly, “But in the big picture we don’t have an option really, we have to fight.” Saying what he was thinking.
“What? Of course you do, there are always other solutions,” Fleck snapped reflexively.
Sunil spoke up, “If both sides want them, there are. Unfortunately we’re dealing with a murderous empire builder. If he has the high ground of near earth space he will move to take advantage of it immediately, knowing his window of opportunity is a few months at most.”
Fleck opened his mouth, then shut it and hunched his shoulders.
-o-
Sometime later Paul looked around Olarik’s quarters in some surprise. The garrison commander’s suite was large and quite sumptuous. The shape told him it wasn’t concrete prefab.
The broad man smiled faintly at his disapproving exploration, “An experiment Paul. It’s cut into the Luna crust and then sealed with a couple of layers of sealant and a stud and wallboard structure built inside.”
Conti had been looking around as well, “No change over time with the moonquakes? That was what I was most worried about.”
Paul glanced at his friend with another flare irritation, “You knew about his little palace?”
Conti shrugged, “Designed the rock cutter and the construction techniques, this may be the future of building on Luna; much less lift intensive and the space can be tailored to the task much more easily. Glad Arkan had it done actually, wanted to try it out but too many other pressures.”
Arkan chuckled, “Don’t blame Conti, Paul. I had my engineers do it based on a design Conti had developed. And Conti, no there have been no changes due to the moonquakes that we can detect.”
Sunil was looking around silently. Arkan spoke to him, “Major Sukala have a seat please.” He waved at a couple of sofas and several comfortable chairs circled around a big coffee table and display setup on one side of the room.
A side door opened and a slim, dark haired woman, probably about Julia’s own age appeared. She was wearing a skirt and wrap top that left her toned midriff bare, she was also barefoot.
Paul and Conti both stiffened in surprise at seeing Helena so informal, Arkan waved gently, “Captain Julia Chisholm, Major Sunil Sukala, meet Captain Helena Yarina.”
Helena smiled around, “I took the liberty of making coffee and tea, what would you all like?” She moved towards a sideboard with carafes set up.
A few minutes later they found themselves seated in the chairs and sofas obviously moved around for their use, there was a large coffee table in reach and a display on the wall. Arkan had been putting on a cheerful face but now it settled into grim lines though his arm was lying on the back of the sofa behind Helena, who was curled up comfortably next to him.
Paul tried not to look at Julia, and tried to keep his mind off her as well.
The big Colonel spoke, “Let me give you an overview of the situation, I think you have worked it out for yourselves but there are things you cannot know that you need to…” What followed was, as he had said, mostly confirmation of what they had already guessed, with a few news clips to illustrate his points. “...we’re in the still before the real storm. No one outside the Moonship program and Palalo Sadong has a full picture.”
“Arkan, you didn’t answer me before, happened to the people scheduled to come up over the last couple of weeks, and the others?” Paul asked.
“There were some artful edits in your video presentation Colonel Olarik. What aren’t you telling us?” Julia added, her voice sharp.
“They are all at New Port on Palalo Sadong.” Olarik replied calmly.
“All of them?” Conti asked in surprise, “There’s no way they could have done that without giving away what was going on?”
“It was too late to hide it Conti, the evacuation was hurried and people got out with little more than the clothes on their backs. Some did not go willingly,” the big Kazakh grimaced.
“And they abandoned Ship Plateau?” Paul asked, wondering if he was glad or unhappy, there was no way they could have evacuated all the equipment in a few days.
Instead of answering Helena tapped the controller she’d been using.
An image of darkness filled with a red glow and white hot strokes of fire filled the screen. The image was shivering, taken from a long way away, but the glow still showed a cliff falling away into a valley.
“Oh my god!” Paul moaned, “That’s Ship Plateau!”
Conti leapt to his feet, his face haggard, “What! It can’t be!”
“I’m afraid it is...” Helena whispered, another image appeared, except for the blue sky it might have been a moonscape. Ship Plateau was almost unrecognizable, smashed down to half its original height, the valley all around it a lifeless, cratered wasteland.
“Who...who did that?” Conti whispered
“The Admiral General probably ordered it, though Conrad won’t confirm that,” Arkan said flatly.
“How...” Paul asked frowning, there seemed to be thousands of craters.
“Concrete and granite ballistic shapes, mostly from bombardment platforms, though the Moonships might have been used as well.”
Conti looked haggard, not surprised. Paul was furious, “Bombardment platforms?” he ground out.
Helena answered, “You already know your team wasn’t the only one designing around the Stack Mr. Richards. The platforms are simply stealthy drones, stack powered, a comm rack and autopilot. They can carry several tons of weapons. They are mostly armed with concrete or granite impactors, some guided some not. Even dropped from orbit the dumb ones are accurate enough for a saturation bombing like this.”
Julia spoke into the silence, “What about my grandfather?”
Arkan shrugged, “I don’t know what’s happened to him. He seems to have vanished.”
She settled back chewing her lip worriedly as silence stretched out. Then Fleck spoke up, “So you’re thinking about declaring independence?”
Arkan shrugged and waved at Conti, “It was always the plan, tell them old friend.”
Conti sighed, “It was always Richard’s intention to declare a Luna Free State, claim an area around our settlements and then offer access to space and the moon to the world, at a price no one else could match.”
The doctor waved that off rather flamboyantly, “Just so. Richards here also said you wanted to get out from under the load of crap coming this way, have some kind of civilian government take it on.”
Arkan’s laugh was a bark, “I’m sure Paul didn’t say it in quite that way, but yes and yes. And while it is not all altruism it’s not from self interest only, I suppose it’s enlightened self interest.”
Paul thought out loud, “To get things off on the right foot, we need to formalize a real government. A duly constituted elected government and civilian controlled military. Then we can come out and declare the existence of the Luna Free State and our opposition to the Admiral General. If we can somehow beat them in the resultant fight we should be able to make our peace with the US and the rest of the world.”
Sunil spoke, “If you do it as a rogue Crimson Staff Garrison - or an outpost of Aristide Industries – you will inevitably end up as someone’s colony or protectorate.”
Helena spoke up, “The problem Major Sukala, is that right now we daren’t do anything... I have six fighters and the Garrison has some weapons, none of which provide us protection against the sort of attack that destroyed Ship Plateau.” She looked at Paul, “I am correct Paul?” for a moment her accent got thicker.
Everyone looked at Paul.
He looked at his hands then around, fixing his eyes on Conti, “I hate to say this but I’m not sure we have the luxury of choice. We have to do something and if we do its possible everyone in this room, everyone currently living on Luna, will die. But if we are the only ones with a shot at stopping Mindow, then we must.”
“You’re willing to get everyone killed to make a statement.” Fleck sneered.
Paul shrugged, “No, to try to keep something I helped create from being used to enslave mankind. If History can be said to have a path it has seemed to be heading for greater ‘happiness,’ as the founding fathers put it, for a long time. Mindow has the opportunity to change that course just like Hitler, Stalin, Tojo came close to doing just less than a century ago, and Napoleon a century before that.”
Conti had been looking like he was agreeing with Fleck but now was looking old and drawn again. Arkan grimaced, “You want me to back up my statement about not wanting to die on the side of tyrants if I have to die?”
Paul looked up with a crooked smile, “Yes Colonel I do, at the head of the Luna Republic’s military.”
Arkan stared back at Paul in silence, then at Conti, “What about you old friend?”
Conti shrugged, “I guess I have to agree with Paul. I don’t like it, in fact I don’t see a way to survive it, but we have to try.”
Fleck looked like he was going to protest then stopped himself and closed his eyes with a sigh, “I won’t convince you to reconsider, especially when all I have to offer is anger without alternatives. How does the son of a bitch always end up forcing people into impossible positions?”
Arkan’s hand slipped down to caress the nape of Helena’s neck, his face losing its fierce intensity, his eyes almost dreamy.
Conti spoke quietly, “We’ve got a proposed charter written,” he smiled faintly, “been written for years, it’s a pretty secular document.” He grinned tiredly, “We’re a bunch of engineers and most engineers with any taste for politics are pretty much radical libertarians.”
Paul smiled, “I’d have thought your church founders would want a faith based government?”
Conti shook his head, “Know too much history, they just don’t work. Not in the long term.”
Paul sighed, “So I think we are agreed here?” He glanced around then shook his head with a guilty look, “Sorry Conti, I should have let you do the talking and let you make that decision.”
Conti shook his head, “No you shouldn’t son, you did right, you’re the leader here not me. I agree with what you say but you’re the one with the clear vision of where we need to go, not me. I get bogged down in the details all the time; forget the goal beyond getting the immediate job done.”
Arkan smiled faintly, “I see, I even agree with my old friend Mr. Richards, or should I say Mr. President extempore? We need to plan.”
Paul swallowed, “Not a good joke Colonel.”
“Who was joking?” The big Kazakh spread his hands.
Conti nodded, “He’s right Paul, I just said it, you’re a leader, have the vision and fire, I’m just an old project manager, I can help but I’m not the leader for this part of the rider.”
“We need to....” Paul stopped in mid sentence.
“We don’t have time for a real vote Paul, and it would be a waste of time, there is no one else.” Conti said firmly.
Paul shook his head, “There are always options.”
Fleck laughed, “That’s rich, Richards! You just said there weren’t any, and maybe there aren’t. But if not, then you’ve none either. Man up and get on with it.” There was a bitter edge to big doctor’s voice.
-o-
“Don’t take Flick too seriously Paul he’s never at his best when with friends.” Julia said from a few feet away.
Paul jerked upright, caught completely off guard; he’d been lying on his back in one of the outer garden domes. “Uh ah, hi um, friends?” he hated sounding so dazed, not least because she had seemingly read his mind.
She took a couple of more steps then folded her long legs to sit cross legged a few feet away, back rigidly upright, “Friends. He’s rarely more abrasive than when with friends, or sweeter than when he knows the host of the party is about to slit our throats.”
“Uh, you’ve been in that situation?”
“Once, he talked us out of it, by the time he was done we were being served tea and having a high ol’time. I cried when I heard all of them were killed a couple of years later by a Russian drone strike.”
“Sorry.”
She shook her head, “Join the Huff see the world, try and help people who hate you, screw people who love you.” She said to the grass, and then glanced at him and away, “That’s what our enemies say. And any of us who are honest know that try as hard as we can, it happens.”
Paul reached out touched her hand, “I’ve had some experience with that sort of thing. Hell we’re living it right now.”
She nodded, looked at him, “Olarik called you Captain Chisholm?”
“Air Force, Air Guard these days,” She smiled at his quirked eyebrow, “Search and rescue helos in service. They retired the type I flew and gave me the option of flying drones from a container in Nevada and my maple leaf or out, I got out. Now I do my two weeks and weekends flying a desk at a bomber base, B2’s, still better than drones in my opinion. The Huff hires a surprising number of ex military pilots and I knew how to fly both choppers and fixed wing.”
“Both?” Paul asked.
“Yeah my dad, step dad, Sam Chisholm,” She swallowed suddenly as they both thought of Cooper, then she went on, “Dad has a big ranch in Wyoming, and has a business flying hunters and skiers, he has a Bell Jet Ranger and a Turbo Otter Floatplane. I learnt how to fly when I was twelve, had a license at sixteen. Still fly them both when I’m home for the holidays or vacation.”
“Wow.”
She dimpled very prettily, “That’s what a lot of people say. It just was when I was growing up, didn’t realize most people didn’t know how to fly till I left home.”
“Wish I’d known how before all this started. I love the Moonships and being up, enough to think I’d love to fly an airplane. You know the first time I ever flew in daylight was in orbit, the first time in atmosphere when we took off from Palalo Sadong.”
“Now that deserves a wow,” she laughed shaking her head.
He grinned at her and then found himself transfixed by bright blue eyes framed by shining gold hair. She seemed equally mesmerized by him. He rolled to lean on his elbow, she unfolded to stretch out facing him, they leaned closer and their lips met.
-o-
Paul’s phone rang softly from somewhere nearby, he frowned then realized it was in his pocket. There was a soft weight on his chest, Julia’s head and shoulders, she was deeply asleep. He looked up, the dome shutters were deployed and it was ‘night’ or at least evening.
He found and pulled the earbug out of the clip on his belt and slipped it in his ear, “Richards?”
“Conti, sorry to wake you kids up.” There was a universe of amused understanding in the older man’s voice.
Paul felt a blush, though they were both fully dressed, had done nothing more than kiss and hug, and talk. She shifted her chin now on his chest her eyes steady and he lost all focus on what Conti said next, he pulled his eyes away from hers, “Ah, Conti, sorry, I missed that?”
A chuckle, then he started again, “I’ve talked to the mayoral committee and the chairs of the various planning and operations committees Paul. They’ve talked to their people and so on. We go live on the town net at eight this evening, in an hour. I’ll explain the situation, you explain your solution, people are already looking at the draft declaration and charter. I’m going to propose Arkan’s solution, you as the temporary Chief Executive till we can organize a proper vote and all, which will probably take a while.”
Paul frowned at the ceiling, “Damn Arkan, you need to be Chief Executive Conti, you’ve got the experience and the trust of the people. I’m just an engineer and manager.”
“Bullshit boy!” Conti snapped, “You’ve been our leader in most ways for awhile boy, little though you seem to know it. People admire you, follow you without being forced, I’m a manager, organizer and planner…”
“Damn it Conti, I need to be able to do what needs doing, I can’t be bound to Luna Haven by a job like that. We need a Chief Executive tending to the people here…” Paul argued, he glanced up and looked at Julia. Her eyes were wide with thought, trust and something more, his throat about clamped shut.
“Again Bullshit Paul…OK, I’ll be Vice President, in our Charter it’s a stronger position than in the US Constitution. You go do what you need to do, people will understand and be proud of what you, and through you, they, are doing, know you’re putting your life on the line for them and the future. It’s what we need; too many of us feel compromised by how we got to where we are Paul. We need to show ourselves and the world that we are willing to make amends, make sacrifices.” Conti’s voice was harsh at the end.
Paul was shaking all over all of a sudden, Julia shifted to lay against him, her arms around him, her face next to his. His body heated, stilled, and somehow he controlled his voice, kept it calm, flat, “Conti we’ll talk about this in a while. I’ll meet you in the monitor room in...forty minutes.”
“Good, see you then.” The phone toned off.
Julia’s mouth found his and their arms wrapped around each other in the dimness.
-o-
It felt both strange and very, very good to have Julia leaning against him as they once more gathered in Arkan’s big sitting-conference room. Conti was the only one of them who seemed energized now. Conti’s wife Sally was with them now, watching her husband try and pace in Luna’s gravity with an amused expression.
“So now we have to decide when to announce this to the world.” Julia said into the silence, making Paul jump a little, “Hey Mister President, relax,” she stroked his arm.
“That begs several questions, like do they already know, how long can we keep it secret if not, what good does delaying do us?” Sunil replied quietly.
Paul had been thinking about this, “Arkan, spies and bugs?”
“I’ve neutralized the spies in the garrison, and the one in the civilian community is no longer a problem.”
The civilians all stared at the Kazakh. “Should we investigate that ‘industrial accident’ a bit more carefully Colonel?” Paul asked grimly.
“I’d rather you didn’t.” Arkan replied blandly, his eyes flat.
Paul looked away, then back, “I would love to say never again, but I know I cannot say that. But Arkan, in future, it’s not your decision.”
The big head bobbed, “As you say Mr. President.”
Helena stepped into the silence, “The one thing we know is that we’re under observation, some of the bombardment platforms have big telescopes or electronic intercept equipment.”
Arkan nodded, “Major Tien, my sensor and communications group leader says that some of Helena’s fighters have actually tracked them for a few seconds but they’re hard targets. I’ve told Conrad that I’m going to dig in some facilities in case one of the space powers tosses something our way. It was his idea so I don’t think it’s making him any more suspicious of me than he already is.”
Paul, nodded, “At the least it provides us planning time. Though we can’t harden the whole town we can probably create some bunkers. And the far side observatory we set up over the horizon can be a dispersal site.”
“We have a couple of the experimental ‘farms’ set up as well.” Conti pointed out, “but we’ll need that Luna Hopper you’ve been working on as well Paul.”
“It’s unlikely any of those structures have gone unnoticed.” Arkan pointed out.
“But they can’t attack them all at the same time.” Paul said tensely, “And that just makes it more urgent for me to finish working on Cooper’s sensor stack.” Paul said.
“And how is that coming Mr. President? Cooper was rather good at keeping things very vague and his equipment secure,” Arkan said with some irritation.
“It’s coming rather well, well enough to give us the edge we need. How good is your Major Tien?”
“Very good, he’s been wanting to talk to you for months.”
“Good, hopefully we can have something useful quickly enough to matter.”
“How long do we have?” Julia asked.
“Days, a couple of weeks possibly.” Paul said flatly.
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Attacked
“...Also in the news this Monday the Departments of Defense, State and Justice continue to stonewall on the so called Space Raiders and the Wall Street Journal, New York Times and others are suing to open up the records. There have been a series of high level secret briefings to Congress but no general announcements. Aristide Industries, the suspected source of the technology, has been declared bankrupt and is now operating under special inter-governmental agreement. No one knows where the hundreds of employees at Ship Plateau in Utah are, some believe them to be entombed under the shattered mountain.....”
Paul tapped his tablet and rubbed his eyes, “OK, two weeks since the jig was up, and five days since we decided to be players rather than played and the world hasn’t come apart. I don’t think our luck’s going to hold much longer. So now back to the latest wonderful surprise.”
Helena and Major Tien exchanged guilty looks, “In the crush we just forgot about it Mr. President. The Command Platform’s no threat on its own, it doesn’t even have much in the way of sensors beyond local defense, it depends on the observation platforms.”
The image on the screen was replaced by something that looked like an oil barrel, stiffening hoops and all, set adrift in space. With nothing to scale the image the eye tended to belittle it but the construct was all of eighty feet tall and thirty feet in diameter. The image didn’t show the huge and complex umbrella like shield that hid the cylinder from observation from Earth.
Helena flipped a small orbital track graphic up, “It’s geostationary over the mid Pacific, but it’s powered by two Stacks so it can maneuver, if not very fast. The watch crew is changed every two weeks. On the shield side, there are racks for two fighters and a ready room with sleeping slings for four. They can keep a quick reaction force up, though it hasn’t been done as far as I know. It also mounts a single laser with twin directors for local defense.”
“What happens if it’s knocked out?”
Major Tien, the Garrison’s communications and sensors expert fielded this one, “There’s one operational control nexus, there was one at the Hollow as well, but the principle one is New Town on Palalo Sadong. The orbital platform is a secure communications hub and backup control station. Most communications go through the platform so it’s a bottleneck in the system. They probably want to set up a groundside backup but the General’s low on staff. He’s asked the Colonel to send me and some techs down to help out but the Colonel has been stalling.”
Paul nodded, leaned back trying to think things through. “So, Howard and the Admiral General have forty bombardment platforms, the MoonDream, MoonBeam and thirteen fighters. We have the Alexis, six fighters, two of the moon tanks, one fixed mount laser and three rapid fire cannon mounts.” Helena and Tien nodded.
Paul continued, “The impactors depend on the Earth orbiting GPS satellites and aerodynamics, one isn’t terribly accurate out this far and no air means no steering. Unfortunately, they’ll probably just drop tons of quarry scraps on us, thousands of ragged pieces of granite and the defensive systems can do nothing about rocks falling in at near orbital speed.”
This got another round of nods and a lot of grim expressions. Julia who’d been working with Helena spoke up, “The bombardment platforms use GPS for navigation in Earth orbit. Not accurate out here. So they will need help from earth or an escort. To keep the impact pattern tight they’ll need to drop from a hundred miles or less and from overhead not over the horizon. Command guidance from Earth requires a radar ping off the platforms that will give us warning. If they escort the platforms we should get the opportunity to intercept them at least outbound if that makes sense.”
Paul sighed, “What about other methods of attack, standoff laser attack, a fighter sweep?”
It was Julia who answered again, “Their best long term solution is blockade. But if they want to do something pointed but not too risky they could mount one of the heavy lasers in a Moonship and snipe at us; kill people on the surface, take down domes, damage stores in the open. But it would put them in range of our laser and the fighters and unless they hit and run we’d win that duel. The fighters can carry out harassing attacks, but at some risk to themselves. They can hit us with lasers but it puts them in range of our more powerful laser. An attack with bombs or spin stabilized rockets is possible but again they have to get close enough for us to hit back and the effects would be painful but no more.”
Helena nodded, “Captain Chisholm is right and if Micah and Howard are in command they’ll avoid the possibility of taking losses like that. Neither side can replace losses right now and they have more to lose than we do if their space arm is crippled.”



Paul rubbed his eyes again, now for the decision this meeting was about. He glanced at Arkan and Sunil who had been standing at the back of the room, “Colonel, Major, you’ve been the one communicating with and monitoring Conrad, the Crimson Staff and the Admiral General, what is our status there?”
Arkan grimaced, “My instincts tell me that Conrad suspects I am playing games with him. But he is not sure what I am up to.”
Sunil nodded, “I think General Conrad believes the Colonel is playing for a bigger payoff. The Crimson Staff network has gone deep, every military and civilian intelligence service on earth knows they’re involved and is chasing leads for information. The Admiral General is still playing offended victim, no one believes him but no one has figured out his game yet.”
Paul sighed, “Major Tien, Helena what do we know of the enemy forces.”
Tien tapped his tablet, the screen showed a series of icons, “We have passive sensor arrays set up, they’re good at finding things that aren’t trying to hide or tracking quite stealthy targets they are pointed at. We know where the surviving earth orbiting satellites are as well as the command platform and the space fighters as long as they are in view, on this side of the planet. We cannot track the bombardment platforms or Moonships unless the sensor stack spots them first, fortunately the sensor stack is giving us reliable spots.”
Paul and Tien had come up with a way of making the stack better at tracking small objects though in this mode it didn’t provide stunning 3D images. The system now ‘focused’ on a series of essentially immense two dimensional planes instead of 3D volumes. This made processing much quicker and if the planes were stacked a few miles apart they gave a very good ‘track’ of small objects, however stealthy.
“There hasn’t been anything in transluna space for a couple of days except our fighters and the Alexis,” Helena finished up the report.
“How soon till we have the second sensor stack up Major Tien?”
“Two days at least, more like three.”
“And how long to move the sensor stack from Cooper’s lab to the bunker and have it communicating with the defense coordination center?”
“Six hours.”
Paul rubbed his face, “Get it started right away.” Tien tapped his heals and bowed as he saluted then almost literally in the Luna gravity, jumped for the door, he’d wanted to do it days ago.
A couple of minutes later the conference room was empty except for Paul and Julia. She came to him, slipped her arms around him and they shared a lingering kiss. Then she pulled back and shook her head at him, “Paul, no one can see the future, we didn’t know that we’d have this much time.”
He smiled tiredly, “I know but it doesn’t keep me from wishing I could. I have a bad feeling that we’re not seeing the whole picture. I don’t see how things could be this good.”
She stroked his cheek, “You sir, are a pessimist.”
“The engineer’s patron saint is Murphy, whose principle tenet is that everything that can go wrong will, at the worst possible time.”
Then they kissed again and he felt a lot better for a while at least.
-o-
Paul was roused from a deep sleep by a tone, after a moment of confusion the lingering dream of Julia vanished and he rolled over, “Richards?”
His tablet iSec replied, “Mr. President, Major Sukala would like a word.”
“Yes Sunil?”
“We have a problem Mr. President; we’re going to red alert.” The ex guerilla said without preamble.
“Why?” Paul yelled as he moved to the closet.
“We had an event when we took down the stack, one of the techs ‘accidently’ opened a vacuum seal in the stack, as you know a normal one would have burnt out, this one just shut down. At first we thought it was just stupidity but an hour ago a sweep of the communication log found a data package that didn’t belong. A mil grade encrypted message we cannot decrypt. It went out a few minutes after the stack went off line.”
“Where is that tech?”
“Somewhere in the Garrison, we’re looking for him.”
“Shit!”
“Agreed, we’re in the command center, sir.”
“I’ll be there in a few, Richards out.” He glanced at a clock, five hours since the stack was taken offline, another one to four to get it back up, and if Conrad had been waiting for a message it was possible a strike force was nearly here already.
He dressed in his new ‘working clothes,’ what he wore in his presidential persona, jeans, white shirt and jean jacket, with the disaster collar of course.
As he stepped out of the door of the lower level apartment he’d been assigned when he was first banished to the moon he heard someone call his name sharply. He turned towards the feminine voice and as he did he heard a shot and then the movie like sound of a ricochet.
Paul felt like he was trapped in treacle as he dived in Luna’s low gravity slow motion. As he went down he twisted to see a dark figure maybe fifty feet away in the classic combat pistol shooting stance. As Paul went to ground he heard a second and third shot, though no ricochets.
Then came a heard a sharper stutter of gunfire from the other direction. Puffs of concrete dust and sparks showed rounds hitting near the gunman. Numbly Paul saw the assassin shifting, bringing his aim point down compensating for Luna’s lower gravity. The gunman’s pistol jerked twice in quick succession, but the sound was overwhelmed by the stutter of the other weapon, and the pistol man twitched as rounds hit, a puff of red came off his head and he was falling in slow motion.
“Paul, Paul, are you hit?” Julia was running for him, a machine carbine at her shoulder.
“No, no, I think I’m fine.” Paul pushed himself upright. Nothing hurt, he didn’t feel shocky or any wetness of blood. She was next to him, her gun still pointing at the dark sprawl, “You’re sure?”
“All good, he looks like he’s down.”
There was the sound of yells and running, the first to appear were a pair of dark clad figures with their weapons drawn, pointed at the assassin, who didn’t show any signs of life.
As Julia let her gun come off point Paul touched her arm, “Let’s go before the civilians arrive and realize what just happened.” She turned to follow as he strode away, in a moment they were at the connector and in his presidential limousine, a two seat electric cart.
“You know, you almost got killed by a couple of dirty minds,” Julia was white but grinning tightly.
“What?”
“Sunil and Arkan assumed we were sleeping together, and they know I usually have a gun around. Thankfully Helena knows better, when she realized what the pair of them had done she called me.” She patted the carbine, “Luckily I had this in my room.”
Paul was aghast, “I’m sorry Julia!”
She blinked, “About what?”
“That they’d think that we were uh... we, uh.”
“Sleeping together?” She laughed easily, “Their problem, not mine.”
A minute later they were at the entrance to the Garrison and ran for the control room buried in the rock. Men and women in both civilian and Garrison garb sat and stood in front of the displays or worked on the cabinets racked against the walls.
Colonel Tien stood at one of the displays, speaking into his earboom, “Colonel we lost them again, they passed over the sensors horizon heading for the observatory. If they continue on the same vector and acceleration we’ll see them again soon.”
One of the operators spoke sharply and Tien nodded, “Climbing away, they’re blowing out a lot of smoke chaff to degrade the track; all we see is a cluster.” He looked around and saw Paul, “Colonel, the President is here with me. Secure seven Mr. President.”
Paul fumbled his comm selector, “Arkan?”
“You probably know almost as much as I do Mr. President, they almost caught us by surprise. We were lucky; our new sensor system picked them up a couple of minutes ago, as they fell in towards the Observatory.”
There was a curse nearby, Paul looked up, a woman at one of the consoles tried to keep her voice steady, “Reports coming over the fiber optic line from the Observatory, hits on the domes and habitat sections, no word about casualties, yet.”
“What are we seeing?” The big display hadn’t started making sense to Paul’s eyes yet.
Tien pointed, “Sir one group so far, one fighter and four bombardment platforms…” He jerked as his headset squawked, “What, wait!” Tien tapped his mute button, a young woman, Paul was a bit startled to realize it was Becky, was talking into her headset as she stared intently at a screen. Tien went to stand at her shoulder as she pointed at her screen. Tien leaned forward intently, then nodded, tapping his comm pad again, “Looks like stationing the Tank at the observatory paid off General, the fighter and one of the platforms didn’t come back up.”
Arkan replied gruffly, “I’ll congratulate the commander. What’s their course now?”
Paul saw something on the screen and punched his override, “Alexis, this is President Richards. Get. Up. Now! Straight out fast as you can go.”
“Sir the CAP’s not in position.” Someone called in protest.
Tien had spun, looked like he was going to join in, Paul shook his head and gave the order, “Don’t care, if she’s far enough out and fast enough they’ll never catch her, down she’s a target, one they may already have pinpointed.”
“This is Alexis we are go,” it was Patsy’s voice, on a screen he saw the sun shield flip out of the way, the Moonship leapt up and away, vanishing into the black in an instant.
“Alexis is up and accelerating at six gee, no sign of enemy combatants. Alexis should be out of risk in a minute or less.” Someone called out.
“This is Combat Patrol lead; we are tracking targets coming in on Luna Haven. Classify as fighters,” Helena’s voice was calm.
An anonymous woman’s voice called out, “Main array is tracking inbounds overhead, many inbound, rock fall, rock fall, four maneuvering bodies behind the rock fall. System has hard tracks.” Somewhere in the background Paul heard alarms go from a gentle hooting to the full throated scream of imminent impact.
“Laser one has a track and is engaging.” A male voice with an eastern European accent crooned.
“Brace.” Someone yelled and Paul grabbed a desk.
Nothing, then a faint rumble from far away. One of the big screens showed a section of the container park erupt in dust and flying debris fragments and whole containers spinning every which way. Another showed a dome rippling and bouncing, fire and flying debris inside, outside a cluster of symmetrical dust cones rising and mingling to hide the dome. Another showed the dust and debris cones erupting across a line of buried hab modules.
Alarms sounded and people began barking questions then orders this way and that. It was chaos but controlled chaos, Tien seemed to have his crew in hand..
One part of Paul wanted to scream in rage and pain but he forced his mind to analyze the situation calmly, he tapped the mic button, “Arkan, this is a demonstration, it’s a small force split three ways, they want to sting, not obliterate.”
“Agreed,” Arkan sounded tense and distracted.
A set of red icons appeared; four heading straight for Luna Haven, vectors showed they were in powered orbits, moving much faster and lower than was possible otherwise. Helena’s two ship combat patrol was accelerating hard to get a shot at them. The fighters’ laser optics gave them a limited engagement range, still a hundred miles, but short in space combat.
Overlapping lavender ovals appeared around Helena’s patrol and the enemy formation. Both sets of fighters began to dance, twist while spewing laser and radar degrading chaff. The ovals swept over the icons, “Engagement range!”
One of the Luna Haven fighters thrust vector vanished and the icon changed to blue X falling across the map. An enemy fighter also went dumb and started to fall upwards, an instant later its icon changed to a tiny red skull and crossbones.
Another one seemed to stagger then rise away though it was still dancing furiously, more furiously as it fell away from Luna’s dangerous surface. Instantly three icons spaced around Luna Haven snapped from green to blue and emitted dotted lines in the direction of the rising fighter.
The remaining three fighters danced and sparred. Then one of the enemy fighters faded off the track, an instant later the ovals were past each other. “Fighters out of range,” intoned the combat caller.
The enemy fighter that had broken up to escape was desperately trying to reverse; before it could it intercepted the dotted lines, which had expanded into overlapping cones. It stopped maneuvering then fragmented, the expanding cluster designated with another skull and crossbones.
The surviving enemy fighter snapped across the very edge of the engagement circle around Luna Haven and was away. “Enemy formation is clear of our engagement zone.”
There was a crackle, then, “This is Yarina, Combat Patrol Lead, I lost Alejandro, I’ve taken damage but nothing critical. Maneuvering for a trail intercept, Ready Patrol form on me as soon as possible.” Paul let his breath out with a whoosh, before he realized he’d been holding his breath.
A voice Paul recognized as that of the man in charge of the Farside Observatory was speaking over the command circuit, “…first casualty report. We have nine known dead, twenty-five unaccounted for, we think they’re out of communication, not dead. The tank was right under the main cluster of hits, we can see the wreckage from one of the view ports, we’ve had no communication since the strike but we see some movement at the wreckage so there are survivors.”
Arkan snarled something in what Paul assumed was his native tongue, “…luck. Tien, what are the attackers doing?”
Tien glanced around, “The survivors are all outbound. The observatory strike force is out of view. Their trajectory takes them over the moons pole, then probably a loop back to Earth.”
“They’re out of bullets, they hit us and are on their way home,” Arkan sighed, “I’d love to pursue but it’s not worth it, your orders Mr. President?”
Paul glanced at the track, feeling the impact of all the eyes and expectations focused on him, “Agreed Colonel, they hit us but we burnt them badly.”
-o-
Helena wished she could mop her brow, could stop the tumult of emotions fueled by hope. Her radar had a solid lock and she was overhauling the target quickly. Too quickly now, she applied a little reverse thrust, was pressed against the restraints a little. She slaved the optical tracking system of the laser, a high precision telescope to the radar track. On the screen flashed an odd dark and white tangle that her brain took a moment to define as a tumbling space suited figure. A hundred miles, sixty, forty, thirty, she was suddenly in the single digits and she applied a lot more reverse thrust. Suddenly a blue light lit up, “Alejandro?”
After a pause, “Hey Major, funny meeting you out here!” the Brazilian tried to sound macho, but there was a hitch in his voice.
“You meet all sorts out here, sorry about the delay.”
“Hey, no problem, no problem at all.”
She could see him out of the transparency, he waved, she waved back, “Alexis, Defense central my radar reports zero relative to Captain Murphy.”
“We are vectoring the Alexis to you Major.” Tien said with a happy lilt to his voice.
“About five behind you Helena.” Patsy added calmly.
-o-
Julia looked around the small auditorium, “I’ve been asked to provide an after action brief ladies and gentlemen.” There were a lot of civilians as well as good half of the whole garrison.
A big map snapped into focus behind her, “The enemy came at us in a coordinated three pronged attack, depending on surprise and knowledge of our sensor and weapons positioning. Apparently they had a ready force waiting for a message from the spy. This force was mainly bombardment platforms with a heavy load of simple kinetic masses, hundreds of roughly fifty pound boulders that the platforms dispersed into space at a pre defined point and velocity. They used fighters as navigational lead ships.”
“There was no lead ship with the group that dropped on Luna Haven.” One of the civilians pointed out.
“They were escorted by the four ship fighter formation that came in low; they separated well below our horizon but were on a parallel track.” Julia answered crisply.
There were no more questions and she went on, “The strike on the observatory was four platforms and a fighter, it was a very precise strike, we are lucky or they were unlucky, the spread of rocks is essentially random and a lot of them simply missed by random luck, statistically not only the connector and dome should have been destroyed but all of the main dormitory wing. It was ill luck that the fall that hit the storage area also hit the Tank.”
She took a steadying breath, “Of the twenty five people at the observatory we lost six including two of the Tank’s four crew,” that got grim silence, most had already known. She went on, “The enemy lost one fighter and one platform to the Tank. Both impacted the surface a hundred kilometers clear of the facility.” There were a couple of claps at that but it was poor recompense for the deaths.
“The strike on Luna Have was much less precise; they did not have precision navigation on the last part of the run and dropped further out with a more dispersed pattern. They destroyed one dome, damaged two others and got a penetration through an unoccupied corridor. They also trashed forty empty containers and one storing exercise equipment. There were no fatalities.”
“Guess we’ll have to go to twenty four hour shifts at the gym,” one wag said getting a few laughs and a lightening of the atmosphere.
Julia smiled, then went on, “It’s our guess, based on the pattern of the drops, that they may have had a systematic navigation error,” a map of Luna Haven showing the oval drop patterns blinked up, “If you shift the drops north and east,” ghost images appeared, “The drops would have fallen across the uncompleted end of the new corridor, the garrison and the staging area including the moonship landing zone. In the end it was probably a wash as to the effect but it does tell us that hitting targets with dumb weapons is not as easy in practice as it sounds in planning meetings”
She paused and went on, “The enemy lost all four platforms to Major Skojecks laser.” She waved at the Hungarian who got a round of applause.
“The third strike was a low level fighter sweep; we believe to have been aimed at destroying or disabling the Alexis. Two of the enemy fighters were destroyed and one is known to have escaped. It’s probable the fourth also escaped though it was first thought it had unintentionally hit the surface. A scan of the impact zone shows no sign of impact and a detailed review of the topography shows a natural corridor on the path the pilot would have needed to escape, apparently he or she was good, and very lucky.”
She sat down and others stood to give reports on the damage to the observatory, then Luna Haven. The news was bad, it couldn’t be otherwise, but it was far from catastrophic and there was a grim determination from everyone to fix and move on, and also to make the bastards pay for the unprovoked attack.
-o-
Paul looked up from his tablet at the tweedle of an incoming call, “Mr. President!”
“Colonel?”
“I have a contact request from Howard Conrad, scheduled in ten minutes.”
Paul glanced at the time, “Bit slow off the mark, more than twelve hours?”
“My guess is that he had to think over how badly we hurt him and what we’re likely to be thinking. Also waiting to see if he gets another report from his spy, he has to suspect we burned him.”
“Any luck with the decrypt, any more messages in the archives?”
“It looks like there were but they were erased by a little piece of spyware in the archiving system. We were lucky we’d just updated the log sniffer and it spotted the message before it was archived. The new sniffer had some new patterns programmed in and the spy hadn’t had a chance to update yet. And no we have no decrypt; Tien doesn’t think we ever will unless we can find some more messages with the same key.”
It hadn’t been likely, but Paul would have liked to know, he shrugged “I’ll be at your place in a few Arkan.”
“See you then Paul.”
Right on time the video feed started, Paul, with Sunil and Conti, watched the pale eyed image, the thin almost cadaverous face was, as usual, emotionless. The room behind him was anonymous but Howard was wearing a military uniform not a suit.
“So good of you to receive my call Colonel,” Conrad could only see Olarik but had to know others were watching,
“Good of you to call Howard.” Arkan replied, “I hope you have an explanation of the rather ill mannered actions of your space forces yesterday?”
This caused a faint twitch of one eyebrow, “I would have thought it rather obvious, Colonel, I have had enough of your insubordination and wanted to make the point that you are extremely vulnerable up there, making your defense preparations pointless. That scientific side show should have been reigned in long ago anyway.”
“Insubordination General?” Arkan asked sweetly.
“Your refusal to return the moonship Alexis Aurora to the control of the only remaining part of the company that owns it. Your stonewalling regarding information on Paaly’s new stack design and returning Paaly and Richards to Earth where they can be more productive. And you have not returned the criminals Richards illegally liberated. Need I go on, Colonel?”
“No Howard, I’m quite aware of what I have and have not done in the last few weeks, I just didn’t consider them insubordination, not yet anyway. Are you aware that your pet spy tried to kill Paul Richards, and that he destroyed a working prototype of the new Stack? Also Dr. Cooper Paaly finally succumbed to the illness that he has been fighting.”
Howard was visibly taken aback by some of what Olarik said, but his cold mask quickly returned, “I take it that Richards is alive?”
“Julia Chisholm saved his life by killing your spy.”
“Ark....Colonel, you’ve let her loose with a gun?”
“Why not, she’s a US Air Force officer and a markswoman.”
Howard seemed to interpret Arkan’s comment about Julia as a sign of intent, “Trying to suck up to the US won’t do you any good Arkan, just like sucking up to the civilian population is pointless. We control access to near Earth space and Luna, and your lifeline.”
“Who exactly is this we you mention, Howard?” Arkan asked with a cocked eyebrow.
“You know damn well who Arkan, Palalo Sadong and Aristide Industries, which is now based in Mindow City.” Howard snarled, losing a lot of his cool.
“My advisors have been following the news we can pick up and while that claim is out there, international law does not back it up.”
Howard’s snarl had turned into something like a smile, “Colonel, international law is a public relations concept not a fact as you well know.” Then he shook his head fiercely, “You’re not helping yourself with this silliness. All we are bargaining about is how much it will cost us to keep Luna Haven out of our hair. The Admiral General wants to obliterate the whole operation and start again with a clean slate; I’ve restrained him till now.”
Olarik took his time answering this, “I don’t think either of you want to do that Howard, this place is a modern day wonder worth more than the whole of PS. If managed well the far side observatory alone could make more per year than the current Sadongese economy does.”
“If that is what you want to believe I cannot change your mind Colonel. What will it take to keep you out of my hair; you have to know it’s in your personal interest?”
“I’ll have to think about it Howard.”
The cold pale eyes narrowed, “Why are you stalling Colonel?”
“Am I General? I will get back with you, thank you for the call.” Arkan cut his end of the link. The feed from the other side stayed up for several seconds showing Howard’s outrage fading to thought before he cut the video.
Arkan swung to look at his audience, “He still thinks this is about money?” the big man looked surprised.
Paul shrugged, “He knows you as a mercenary Arkan, and he’s a mercenary, all he cares about are power and money in the end. I don’t think he has a truly ethical bone in his body.”
Sunil was looking at his fingers, “I think you were right on the economic front Arkan, neither Howard nor the Admiral General is likely to obliterate Luna Haven from simple frustration.”
“What triggered the attack then?”
“What did the spy know about the situation, and how did he interpret it and report it.” Julia asked thoughtfully? “Single spies can be worse than useless if they misunderstand the situation.”
Tien, standing in the corner snapped his fingers, “A brilliant insight Captain! The civilian and garrison sides don’t mix much, all the political information and discussion are over the secure servers and the Garrison has been watch on watch since well before the turnover.”
“And no one on the military side knew much about the sensor Stack till the Turnover. So the spy may not have had any idea what it was. As far as we can tell he didn’t have a highly technical background, in fact he was barely competent as a tech, which was why nobody suspected anything when he botched disconnecting the lab stack.” Julia pointed out, Tien nodding in agreement.
“Howard knew I was co-opting to the civilian side and that Paul was working with me and that we were setting up a defense center. And that’s what triggered the attack.” Arkan looked thoughtful.
“Triggered, he had been planning it for some time. The load outs on the platforms wouldn’t have made sense against a target on Earth.” Paul pointed out, his mind already racing onwards. It took him some time to realize that the room had fallen silent and everyone was looking at him with various expressions, from amused affection to irritation. “Uh sorry, did I miss something?”
Arkan’s broad hands were spread over his flat stomach as he lounged in his big chair, “No but we all know that expression Mr. President, we were waiting for the result?”
“We can’t fight this war alone; Howard was wrong, we do need to suck up to the US, or at least, make our peace. I don’t think any of us would trust any of the other significant military powers, and the other powers we might trust either don’t have the political will or the military stock piles we will need access to.”
“The will and stock piles to do what?”
“To fight a war with the Admiral General,” Paul waved at Conti, “I’ve looked at the plans for New Port, and it’s a fortress designed to stand off anything short of a full scale nuclear or space to ground kinetic strike. And it can make either of those utterly self defeating by using the bombardment platforms to deliver revenge strikes. We know there have to be some other rearming sites across the world.”
“If you took out the Command Platform and seized the bombardment platforms you could prevent that, use them to hit New Port.” Sunil pointed out.
Tien and Julia shook their heads in unison, Tien spoke first, “You’d never be able to seize all the platforms, the main command point’s at New Port, you might get half. And then you’d lose the CP to a fighter strike.”
Paul nodded grimly, “But with half the platforms we’d have a strike force that could smash New Port and they’d have to attack us across three hundred thousand kilometers, with the sensor stack to provide us warning.”
Tien was shaking his head, “The bombardment platforms take time to program and get into position. Long after the CP was blown to dust, with it gone we couldn’t hit New Port for days, and without the CP we might well lose control of some or all.”
Julia nodded, “And, they would strike back in hours not days. Even with equal numbers of platforms, ten fighters to five, two moonships, one an armed merchant cruiser, against one. While we’d be defending we’d be at a heavy disadvantage.”
“I don’t think it’s that bad, but we’d have no advantages,” Paul conceded, “And unless New Port was out of the picture we’d be in a world of hurt.
“And we can’t just blanket bomb New Port Paul, they have more than half of the Villages population as hostages, people we all know, friends even family,” Conti protested.
Julia was looking at the image of New Port frowning in thought. Helena spoke up now, “Now who has that certain expression? Spill it Julia.”
“In the old days, a few weeks ago, the US had a solution for this sort of thing, some people call it Spook, Spot, Blot, you spook the defenses with an attack of some sort, with a bunch of spotters doing nothing but plotting defense location, then you send in a precision strike team with the right weapons to blast them into scrap. The reserve B2 unit I work for trains in that sort of op.”
The colonel smiled bitterly, “Unfortunately this is not a few weeks ago and even if it were New Port was designed to defeat that sort of attack. The defenses are in steep terrain, in hardened bunkers and can be shifted from bunker to bunker in a few minutes. It might work if you had satellite coverage with two massive strike waves right on top of each other but not today.”
“The Alexis can carry several times what a B2 can and she can hover over the same spot for hours at a time.” Julia replied, “The modern small diameter bomb can be reprogrammed by radio link just before it’s dropped. The thing is that you need something to Spook the defenses and someone to Spot and feed the precision data to the bombs.”
Paul looked at Helena, “The fighters have very good threat receivers can they locate with enough precision for one or two small bombs to kill a laser or missile site?”
“Helena smiled savagely, “They’re not great but they don’t need to be even good, we have the location of every structure in New Port all we have to know is which one is a threat vs. which one is somebody’s bungalow.” She grimaced, “But with the antenna pointed at the enemy they will spot us from a long way out and we’ll give the game away or get shot down before we start.”
Paul looked at Arkan, “We can’t give them time to think, we have to hit them in quick succession, take the CP, hit New Port and probably Mindow city with missiles, break the defenses of New Port and get a landing force on shore before they have time to think. To do that we need the US not as a passive ally but one willing to put its neck on the line.”
“We’d need public support as well as military and political backing.” Julia said firmly, Conti, Sunil and Arkan all nodded.
“Declare independence publicly you mean,” Paul said thoughtfully.
“Wouldn’t that provoke a full out attack?” Sunil asked in disbelief.
“Not right away, Howard will think it’s just part of my plan to extort a better ‘deal.’”
Paul frowned, “It sounds like a plan that would work. But we won’t have any margin.”
Arkan smiled grimly, “None at all Mr. President, none at all.”
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Plots
Captain Derrick Jenkins sat back and watched the video on the twenty year old LCD monitor he’d found in his grungy office at the dockyard. Around him the naval detachment’s offices were dark, the officers and noncoms had all gone home. Derry had no home to go to, just an apartment a few blocks off the waterfront. A place he could store his stuff and his body when he didn’t have a good enough reason to be either here or on ‘his’ ship, unlaunched but already a historical artifact. He rubbed his eyes, trying to scrub away the depression that fueled those kinds of thoughts.
He glanced out his second story window towards the dry dock where the sloped slab faces of CG-103 loomed out of the dry-dock. The yellow white glow of the sulfur lighting system lit up the gray sides without revealing any detail. The ship, designed for stealth in every wavelength, even cheated the eye, she was bigger than any WWII armored cruiser but it was hard to see that.
He watched someone walk along the side of the graving dock, looking up at the ship, the human figure finally giving scale to the sleek gray mass. The figure turned and trudged away, head tucked down, hands stuffed deeply into pockets. It was probably just the bitter Maine weather, but it looked like rejection and Derry felt a flash of pain. His charge, not even commissioned, was as obsolete as her distant predecessor, the USS Constitution, an eighteenth century sailing frigate, still maintained on active duty down the coast in Boston.
Most of his peers in the military were feeling the same, as if someone had pulled their world out from under them. Someone, somewhere, had invented something that had made everything they knew obsolete, so obsolete that a tiny rogue nation with the new technology had vaulted onto the world stage as a superpower.
Derry assumed that the CIA, NSA and other intelligence services were working to discover what the secret drive was. He’d spent time in the Pentagon’s think tank looking at potential future threats, which had given him some contacts to exercise. He’d come up dry, people seemed honestly stumped right now.
The public storyline was that the drive had been developed by an all but unknown multinational called Aristide Industries for the pathological killer who called himself Admiral General M, who wanted to control access to space. Of course what people hadn’t quite gotten, yet, was that true control of space eventually equated to ruling Earth.
But the storyline made no sense. No publicly traded company would have done what Aristide Industries had done if its board had known what was going on. Somehow Joseph Mindow had learned of and captured the drive technology from some research group in AI, relatively recently, but there were a lot of holes in that theory too.
Derry did a scan of the news feeds, some talking heads discussing the Space Raiders and a couple of people talking about Palalo Sadong and its insistence that the whole thing was a fabrication. But that was bullshit too, real people had died, and others had been kidnapped.
Another group of talking heads were discussing the implications of the space drive, human colonization of space and the UN Space Treaty. All of it was pretty pointless.
Rubbing his eyes he felt a giggle rise in his throat. He was exhausted, depressed, but still had a kernel of bubbling excitement. The future was exploding out around the present and the boy who had read Clark, Niven, Pournelle and Webber at times wanted to scream at the unfairness of all this happening when he was nearing the end of a career he had taken up as the next best thing to his real dreams.
Then he came back to reality. The fact was that the US and the rest of the world couldn’t decide what to do, partly because they didn’t understand what was going on but mostly because they were afraid of what could happen if they made a bad decision. This was no sci-fi video game you could replay.
The phone rang; Derry opened his eyes with a jerk, realizing he’d drifted into a doze. The tone told him it was a personal call from a friend, he reached forward to tap the accept button without checking the ID, “This is Derry?”
There was a pause, Derry focused on the screen, the name attached to the number on the display made his eyebrows fly up, an old friend he hadn’t heard anything from in more than a year. “Hello Derry, it’s Paul Richards.” The voice confirmed the claim, Paul’s distinctive light baritone.
“Paul…Paul, where the hell have you been?” Derry couldn’t help himself.
Silence, Derry frowned then wild supposition took hold, as he opened his mouth to ask the answer came, “Here and there Derry.”
“I got your birthday and Christmas cards bud but no return address and you haven’t been answering your phone or e-mails, I was feeling a bit confused.”
There was a long pause, then a sigh, “Sorry about that old friend, I was under a security blackout, figured you’d tried but the black suiters weren’t giving a bit.”
Derry frowned, “Thought you’d gone strictly civilian?”
“Not by government security, I was working for Aristide Industries Derry.”
The words didn’t make sense at first then it hit like a punch, “Paul, the drive?”
That odd pregnant pause, then, “We call it the Paaly Stack Derry, Paaly was one of my Crazy Pork contracts.”
“Paul...how could you?” Derry was shaking; Paul had been a good friend until his abrupt departure.
Again the now creepy pause, “Derry I know what you’ve got to be thinking but I, we, didn’t know what was going on. Many had no clue as to everything that Aristide was doing. I have to admit that I and others didn’t want to believe what was going on under our noses…then we couldn’t decide what to do. Now we’re doing what we can to make amends for not paying enough attention, for not being more careful with the power we were playing with.”
“Where are you Paul, on Palalo Sadong, were you one of those they grabbed?”
After the pause there was a laugh, “Derry, I’m talking to you from the moon, from a town called Luna Haven just over on the dark side.”
That explained the long pauses, Derry realized his hands were shaking, “Paul, you’re not feeding me crap are you?”
“No Derry, Aristide was, is, a visionary, this was his dream. But he made the mistake of giving himself away to the Admiral General and a bunch of mercenaries called the Crimson Staff. They are the ones making the power grab and they have a whole bunch of innocent civilians as hostages and essentially slave workers on the island.”
“What’s going on up there then?”
“We’re going to declare independence Derry…” The voice on the other end of the line was firm and clear, every bit the focused and down to earth man Derry had known for years, but distilled to a new level. But then ‘these’ were the times that tried men’s souls, and created heroes out of the most ordinary of men and women, and Paul had hardly been ordinary to begin with.
Silence stretched, Paul was waiting for Derry’s answer…. was asking if they were still friends, if they could still trust each other, “I guess I can understand Paul. I’m glad you’re OK.” He stopped and waited.
“A lot of us were worried, still are, there are a lot of people up here with friends and loved ones who are still unaccounted for. We know a lot of them are on Palalo Sadong. The Admiral General does not understand the situation up here, but when he does he’s likely to threaten them if we don’t surrender. We need to get this over with before he has a chance.”
Derry nodded to himself, he knew enough about Joseph Mindow, Admiral General M to agree with that assessment, “Paul do you have a President or something? Does he have a plan? You know the US is in check right now, we have no way of defending our cities against that bastard’s orbital bombardment system.”
There was a pause, longer than the signal delay, then a sigh, “Yes to both Derry. We do have a President and we do have a plan, or the beginning of one. I’m the President Derry, and our plan is to take out his bombardment system, smash his fortress and break out the hostages, but we only have part of the solution. I need help from the US Military Derry, weapons, followed by a lot of real down and dirty, trust each other to the hilt help…That’s why I called you.”
Derry sat bolt upright in his chair and stared at the comm panel, his heart leaping, his mind exalting and cringing at one and the same time. He couldn’t even formulate an answer at first; he just sat there trying to understand his own thoughts. “You still there Derry?” Paul’s voice was calm, faintly amused, he knew Derry was still on the line, Derry decided that Paul had also anticipated the shock effect of what he had said.
“Why me Paul?” Derry’s voice was surprisingly calm.
“Because I can’t go in through the front door, it would leak for sure. We have some other contacts, I won’t lie, we are using them in parallel, like you they are all high enough in the system but out of the main corridors of power where everything leaks these days. You can get a hearing and have good contacts that can go to the top quickly, but through the back door. What we are going to do has to stay secret to till the instant it goes down.”
Derry contemplated this for a few moments, “OK…can I ask what the plan is?”
Paul chuckled but his voice was firm and dead calm, “Mainly what we need are a couple of hundred small diameter guided bombs, a big air raid and a couple of companies of Marines. All within the next few days, and all without the slightest hint getting out to the media.”
“Jesus Christ Paul! You’re not asking a great deal are you?”
The voice that came back was fierce, “Derry, we’re talking about the future of the human race here, not whether we survive, but what form of the human race goes to the stars. Our children will have the stars Derry. But will they be ruled by the likes of the Admiral General or will they be free to expand the liberties and responsibilities of a free people, based on the US model? That’s what’s at stake.”
It was a fantastic stump speech, but then Paul had always been able to deliver an emotional charge if he needed, “You think we only have a few days, once you go public?”
“I hope we won’t cave to the Admiral General, even if he does start shooting friends and loved ones on live video feed, but I can’t guarantee it. Neither can I guarantee we won’t fail and then be bombed into oblivion leaving him in complete command of space and the future.”
Derry rested his forehead on his hand, “Damn it Paul!” He almost asked ‘why me’ but he already knew that. No point in asking again. He sat still, thinking for long seconds, typically Paul remained silent. And Derry realized that Paul still was his friend, and he did trust him, trust what he said was true. Paul was too transparent to have made that impassioned plea if he was under some kind of duress.
“OK Paul, let me make some calls, I’m going to make some very senior officers unhappy, can I call on you?”
“My old number works again, I can send a lot of documentation down if necessary. I can also come down to talk with people directly, as long as I get a promise of diplomatic immunity and we can find someplace out of the way for me to land. We’re going to have to be very careful; the Sadongese space force has fifteen very big, capable and maneuverable spy satellites.
“OK, let me get some people roused up, I’ll call you back.”
“Thanks Derry. Thanks a lot.”
“You’re welcome, I guess…But when all this is over I want a ride out to the Moon, maybe Mars.”
A chuckle came back, “You’re on, I want to get out that way myself. Talk to you later buddy.”
“Buddy yourself, and you owe me a couple of steaks at Ruth Chris’ later.”
“Done.”
-Palalo Sadong-
Howard Conrad, General of the Palalo Sadong Space Force stood watching his staff with some disgust. Colonel Frank Foster in charge of the bombardment platforms, and Colonel Giselle d’Augustine in charge of the recon platforms and the command platform, Colonel Micah Tassinara, his senior space officer, Major Maguire commander of the renamed MoonDream, and Major Halberg fighter wing commander at the Admiral General’s order. He missed Arkan Olarik; the Kazak had been his best military leader and tactician, as well as planner and manager. Conrad didn’t like not understanding what had caused the quintessentially apolitical, uninvolved mercenary to take off on such a tangent.
The door closed behind the steward who had been setting up the drinks and food on the sideboard. Before Conrad could call the meeting to order and have everyone sit down Maguire looked coldly across the table at Halberg, “Got your wings singed, I told you Olarik would be waiting for you.”
Halberg bared his teeth, immaculate in his black space force uniform, he looked like the reincarnation of a Nazi, “At least we kept that clapped out trash hauler of yours from being blown to pieces. Which it would have been if we’d followed your strike plan! If we’d had good intel, more precision on the strike platforms and we’d hit with a second wave we’d have had them.”
The Irishman’s expression was neutral; Conrad decided that Maguire had intentionally prodded Halberg into insulting pretty much everyone at the table. Halberg was an idiot and didn’t comprehend how dangerous Maguire was. Before this could go any further Conrad stepped in, pitching his voice to bite, “Major Maguire, we’ve had a debrief while you were up yesterday, no need to rehash the action.”
The Irishman shrugged calmly, he’d already made his point and left Halberg simmering angrily, Conrad glanced at Maguire, “If you please Colonel d’Augustine, an after action report?”
The report was detailed, with images from d’Augustine’s recon platforms. Before and after pictures of the Observatory village showed that the strike had done catastrophic damage. The ‘sticks’ had walked diagonally across the one arm of the small habitat and managed to penetrate more than two thirds of the concrete tube sections and the hub section as well as the single dome, reducing them to smashed ruins. Another stick had smashed the small cargo staging area.
“You see this here, it is one of the two tanks Colonel Olarik had.” The image showed a shape jumbled in among new impact craters, “It was near the landing field, under camouflage; it was not expected but we were lucky, when platform seventeen malfunctioned it’s stick destroyed the tank, unfortunately after it had shot down one of our fighters and a platform.”
“Giselle, how did they move the tank without us knowing?” Conrad asked.
The dark skinned, bony little woman was strikingly ugly at the best of times, this wasn’t one of those, “It was inside a modified hab section, that was where it was hiding till just before the attack,” her pointer highlighted a section of the cratered area that had a few straight lines.
Then she went on to outline the, as expected, much lighter damage at Luna Haven, here she highlighted the fact that the platforms had missed badly, “Major Halberg’s decision to keep the escort in his strike group caused the rather poor accuracy, though I will point out that given the effectiveness of the defensive laser system we would almost certainly have lost the escort fighter.”
“And we almost certainly would have lost another one to Yarina’s combat patrol.” Halberg snapped.
Conrad ignored the American, looking at d’Augustine. “Giselle do you have any information on the radar system Paaly developed?”
She shook her head lips curling; looking almost demonic, “Our spy was unable to get much information, other than that it was stack powered and that Paaly spent months tinkering with it. The spy reported that he had sabotaged the stacks and we have picked up no signals of any kind, nor any indication that they are spotting targets beyond the range of the passive sensors we know about. I do not think it is a factor to be concerned about.”
There was a long silence, Howard did not like discounting something Paaly had worked on especially with Paul Richards involved, the pair had been stunningly efficient inventors. “You are sure Colonel?”
“As sure as I have ever been, they have been working on several things for months, one of them in the ‘garage’ area, they have ceased to work on several things that my analysts think were parts of the Paaly Sensor, it is a dead issue.”
There was a pause, and then Halberg burst out, “We have to smash Olarik, he cannot be allowed to flout the Admiral General, next thing you know they’ll be calling on the US for help, acting the innocent refugees, and they know too much. We need to kill them all now!” Halberg’s voice was harsh. Conrad had seen him after the action, the playboy had been shaken by the battle and losing two of his ‘buds’, Sten Friedriksen and Gallen Robstoy. The three had been as close to friends as their arrogant and narcissistic personalities had allowed.
Micah spoke quietly, “We need to make them fight us at a time and location of our choice, on our terms. We have to destroy or at least cripple all or almost all of their space capability before they compromise us, that way we do not need to destroy the colony, they will starve to death unless we allow them to surrender.”
“How sure are we that we have them in a blackout Giselle?” Conrad picked up on a point he had asked of d’Augustine before.
“They have two options, wide beam radio or laser com. We have sensors and weapons in place in case they try the radio. We control the satellites Aristide Industries had launched with laser relays. They are getting broadcast news from stations on the surface or satellites they can get an ‘angle’ on but no more.”
“So we have time.”
The little woman shrugged, “From that angle; but I will point out that there are rumors of a moon base circulating in the scientific and military communities all over the world, and in public as well as classified forums. There are hundreds of thousands of amateur astronomers some with very sophisticated instruments, the dust the battle kicked up and glints of laser fire were spotted.”
Conrad grunted, she’d told him that before.
Colonel Foster spoke up, “We need to end this now, we cannot be worrying about two fronts. We need to use the special weapons we have received from our sponsors.” His deep voice was flat, emotionless; his face was just as emotionless, he never seemed to care. There was stillness around the table.
Halberg, with his non-military background was the slowest to catch on, but couldn’t keep his mouth shut, “Jesus Christ, the Chinks are giving us Nukes?”
Conrad frowned at the broad shouldered ex US Air Force weaponeer, Foster rarely said anything without being asked directly, “How would you use them Colonel Foster?”
“To destroy Olarik’s military space force. I don’t see any practical chance of us being able to recapture any of it and it has the potential to cripple our space forces. My suggestion is to mount nuclear warheads in several of the bombardment platforms, with impactors gone they will be able to sustain an acceleration of ten gravities. Since they are extremely hard to spot they will be able to close on the enemy and destroy them. They are the only space to space weapon we have other than the lasers. Even if the enemy spot them at the last second, the warheads would detonate if the propulsion or guidance systems are hit.” A terrible and uncharacteristic smile stretched his mouth, “and near is good enough with a nuclear weapon.”
“All right! I like this!” Halberg was almost bouncing with boyish delight at the thought of using nuclear weapons. Conrad realized that his emotions were much nearer to dread; he could see shadows of that emotion on most of the others’ faces, including, oddly enough, Maguire’s.
Micah was shaking his head, “If we start an escalation like that what are the US, Russia, and the Europeans likely to do? It might frighten someone into doing something drastic?”
Foster shrugged, “They would know we have nuclear weapons, something they are already wondering about. They already know we can attack their silos with non-nuclear weapons accurate enough to destroy them. All the countries with ballistic missile submarines have changed their patrol schedules to make sure more than half the boats are at sea at any one time. They know sea launched missiles are the only viable deterrent weapons they have left. And I’ve been following the professional and policy blogs and chats, people are afraid that even those have been checkmated.”
Colonel d’Augustine waved her hands, “It will finalize the realignment of power blocks. Europe and North America in one block as our enemies, Oceania and the Asian Pacific Rim as our allies, with South Korea, Taiwan and Japan trying to mediate. Australia and New Zealand will perforce take an aggressively neutral position. Africa, South America and the Middle East have hardly noticed what’s going on.”
Conrad looked at d’Augustine, “You agree with Colonel Foster then? That we should use the weapons if we get the chance?”
She smiled grimly, a frightening expression, “Only in space.”
After a moment Conrad looked at Colonel Foster, “Colonel, I assume you’ve been working on the modifications necessary?”
“There are none sir; well if we had time we could give them active seekers but they can be command guided and the fittings are standard. We could arm platforms with nuclear warheads in a few hours.”
Halberg’s quiet crow of delight told Conrad that the playboy mercenary was a fool not long for this world. His head ached with suppressed anger and fear. This was getting out of hand, he could feel the avalanche building up around him but he had no idea of how to stop it. And if he tried he was sure the Admiral General would replace him.
While these thoughts went through his mind he let Foster suffer at the other end of his stare, then turned his eyes on his tactical commanders. “All right. Micah, Maguire, please start working on a plan to bait the enemy in range of the nuclear missiles. I want Olarik on his knees in a couple of days. Am I understood?”
The nods around the table were firm; the expressions on everyone’s faces were grim, except for the fool American, who was almost bouncing with excitement. As Conrad climbed silently to his feet and turned to go he decided he would be glad when Halberg got himself killed.
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Ambush
Paul was wearing his moonsuit and light coveralls without his helmet as he sat in the Hopper’s cockpit and contemplated the changes Julia and his one time students had wrought over the last two weeks. Not only had they finished it but they had mounted an upgraded laser system on it. It wasn’t that he didn’t agree that they needed to weaponize everything that made sense, it was just that at heart he was a man of peace and the twisting of his fun and useful project into a deadly if fragile weapon went against the grain.
Julia was reclining in the second seat surrounded by a series of flat panel screens mounted on new, rather rough looking mounts, “We added four power stacks on the cargo deck along with the laser core. The pointer head is a chimera of the original optical bed and parts from one of the telescopes that was going to the far side observatory. It’s got a longer focal range than even Laser One, over a thousand miles and it can deliver an energy pulse equivalent to a medium caliber artillery round.”
“And when the Stack’s aren’t delivering energy to the laser they can provide thrust.” Paul finished as he went over the controls, wincing. The four new stacks were fixed, giving the armed hopper a lot less maneuvering margin than he liked. And while the craft was draped with stealth cloth the three big cooling vanes and the angular shape would be impossible to miss in space.
“Lots of thrust, nine gees along the centerline, way more than you can take long term but enough to clear out quickly.”
His comm tweedled, and his heart jumped, he’d been expecting this call, “Mr. President, Major Tien.”
“Major?” he put the audio on speaker.
“Mr. President, that force we spotted taking off from PS are bound for us in combat formation, accelerating at one and half gravities. Probably less than three hours out though the vector is a bit odd. The Colonel is on his way to the defense center.”
Julia hissed, “That was quick, what set them off?”
“Oh hi Julia, unknown, it’s a bigger force than before but not by a lot, three groups of four bombardment platforms. One of the moonships, six fighters in two formations of three, each escorting a bombardment formation. They’re at one and a half gees, but I don’t think any of them are near max mass.”
Paul thought, they had no time, he’d suspected they wouldn’t, “Tell Arkan to contact me when he gets to the defense center.”
“What are you going to do?” Julia asked.
“Intercept them,” Paul replied flatly, his heart was pounding, he looked at her, “Who can operate the laser system on this thing best?”
Her eyes went wide, she licked her lips, but her voice was firm, “Me.”
He’d been afraid she’d say that, but he’d taken the job, he had no options. He tapped up a new Comm link, “Major Yarina, all the fighters are going up. Moonship Control what is the Aurora’s status?”
Patsy replied, “Stacks warm, nav up. The lasers bolted to the ceiling and the cables are run but we haven’t got it aligned yet Paul...uh Mr. President.”
“You and Raoul the duty crew?”
“With Saddee on offensive and defensive systems.” Paul squeezed the bridge of his nose, he was taking his friends, and in one case perhaps more than that, into deadly danger, but he had no options that he could see.
“Mr. President, are you on your way?” Tien sounded worried.
“Tell Olarik that we are going to meet the enemy in space and we are going to make this the Luna Republic’s coming out day. I’ll be piloting the hopper.” He cut the comm channel before he could hear a protest and called the ‘garage’ monitor. “How long to open the dome the usual way?”
“About an hour and a half Mr. President.”
“Get everyone out and start pumping it down but I’m going to have to cut my way out of here with the laser in about ten minutes.” He started to hit the buttons to bring the stacks from standby and warm the laser up.
“Uh, sir no need for that, we have an emergency protocol, give me fifteen and we’ll unzip the dome for you.”
“Get it done. Richards out.”
He hadn’t noticed Julia slip out of the open frame cabin, but now he saw her trotting towards him with two armored coveralls over her shoulder.
“Paul! Damnit Mr. President, we don’t need you risking your life. There are other perfectly competent people to take the hopper up.” Arkan burst out over the speaker.
Paul unstrapped and hopped out through the open lattice that provided rollover protection for the cockpit, starting to strip his light coveralls off before he had stopped hopping. “Maybe but they aren’t here and we don’t have time to think about this.”
The Colonel started to speak but Paul interrupted him, “Arkan, it’s my decision and unless you and Conti want to find someone else to play President, please drop it and get back to doing whatever it is you should be doing, other than arguing with me.” He tapped the comm pad off and started to pull off the light coveralls.
-Strike Force Nike-
Major Terrance Maguire leaned back in his command seat, looking around at the engineer’s position to see if there was anything new. Cursing the fact that his command, the Sadongese Space Cruiser SSC Revenge, ex-MoonDream, had yet to be upgraded to match the MoonBeam. The ship had a laser mounted in the cargo hold and a director that could deploy through the old crew hatch, but other than that, and some sheets of Kevlar to add a little more protection to the cabin, he was still flying an all but unprotected civilian freighter. Of course, she was principally the bait in this game of cat and mouse.
Nothing on the threat screens, Maguire settled back and rolled his shoulders to get rid of the stress that was building. The plan was to loop up and out then come ‘straight down’ at Luna Haven, giving them maximum effectiveness with the rocks while keeping all the ships clear of Luna Haven’s weapons. As they started that final leg he would announce his presence and demand Olarik surrender his space platforms. Olarik would have to react very quickly; hopefully he’d make the mistake of sending up his forces to fight.
Maguire had mixed feelings about the situation, their plan made sense but he didn’t understand what Olarik was up to. The colonel was an admirable officer, a level headed cold-blooded planner. Given the colony’s fragility Olarik had to know his options were limited. Of course, there was Paul Richards, whose role beyond technical genius was far from clear - and that bothered Maguire. The engineer was smart and dedicated to a dream Maguire couldn’t fathom, but it seemed unlikely that Richards would be working for Arkan if the Kazakh was simply after a bigger role in the latest New World order that was quickly evolving.
A bell rang, “Priority secure message,” The comm panel intoned.
“What the hell,” Maguire muttered, this wasn’t to plan.
The comm system read out the message, “From Sadongese Space Force Headquarters, be advised, all three observation platforms in Luna orbit have ceased communication, sensors indicate all have been engaged and destroyed by laser fire. Message ends.”
“Shit.” How had Olarik found them?
-Luna Republic Defense Flotilla Hawk-
“Secure link established Commander,” Julia’s voice came over the earphone, her voice a bit wispy as she fought the 3G’s they were pulling.
Paul grunted to himself and moved his hand to tap the comm pad, “Colonel Tien?”
“Mr. President?”
“Just Hawk Lead for now Colonel. I need you to feed us trajectory updates. Do we have a tactical net established yet?”
“Understood, Hawk Lead, we have vectors on all combatants and your systems should be getting updates now.”
He saw one of his screens spring to life with icons and vectors. “See it! Thanks, ops.”
“Yes sir, the observation platforms are gone as ordered. We have analyzed the strike forces course. It appears that they want to deliver a high velocity high accuracy salvo from directly overhead. They have to know we’ll spot them before launch.”
“But not intercept right?”
“No, but they would be very vulnerable to attack as they pass by.”
Paul grunted, “It’s another show of force. But they want to stay away from the base defenses and if that’s the MoonBeam we might not want to engage with our fighters.”
“Analysts say it’s the MoonDream, not the MoonBeam, much higher cargo capacity.”
“OK, Colonel Tien, understood. We about ready to start the show?”
“The tractor with the programmable transmitters will be on the ridge in another five minutes.”
“Get ready to fire the Earth Link up as soon as you can, hold off on the second antenna till we are in position.”
“Roger that sir.”
“Talk to you later major.” Paul tapped another button, “Arkan?”
“Paul! Good to hear from you.” The colonel’s tone was sarcastic.
“Sorry Colonel, Arkan, about Helena and about me, no time to think, had to act.”
“Understood Mr. President, and the Colonel agrees with you, Arkan is struggling with being down here when his friends are up there.”
“I understand that Arkan.”
“Do you think they’re baiting us Colonel?” asked Julia.
Paul grunted, half of it in frustration, half of it his fight for air against the acceleration. “As long as they don’t know we know they’re there, I don’t care.”
“Paul, Julia’s right. Conrad is playing for checkmate one way or the other. My guess is that they’ll get in position then make a big long threatening speech, surrender or die, giving us time to get our ships up and into a fight. Has to be the plan, they’re looping a lot further out than they need to.”
Glancing at the tactical display Paul followed up, “Enough said Arkan, you have any suggestions about tactics?”
“This is a new world Paul, nothing I can tell you right now will be of any particular value, even if I’m right it’ll only be a lucky guess. What’s your plan? Get in fast, hit hard, and get out fast, destroyer and fighter tactics, not battleship tactics?”
Paul manipulated his tactical screen, showing his planned vector, “You see our course?”
“Cross in front of him, and come to a stop well out of his sensor range then accelerate so you’re overhauling him? Could lead to a fur-ball, a dog fight if you’re not careful.”
“We’ll catch up as he’s decelerating or curving his course to get his strike vector. Either way as long as he doesn’t see us till we light up we’ll get that fast pass with our weapons zeroed in while we catch him looking the other way. And then we’re in position for at least one more run before he can get into launch position.”
“When will you start the warning transmissions?”
“Half an hour before intercept, that way they can never complain that we didn’t give them warning.”
“Will do, Luna Link should be up any second.”
“Roger that, talk to you later Arkan, Hawk Lead out.”
“God speed Paul, come back safe, we need our heroes.” The line chirped closed before Paul could even begin to think of a reply.
A beep in his ear, “Awk Lead this is Luna Link we are live.” Paul recognized the voice, Thompson, Arkan’s top noncom.
They were on the edge of the beam; he could see the flow of data on a small screen. “Thanks, I can see it Sarg, good work.”
“Roger that, ‘Awk Lead, ‘it em ‘ard zur.” The link toned off before Paul could reply.
-The Pentagon-
Derry was sitting in the foyer of Admiral Davies office, his third period kicking his heels for hours in a day replete with them. He’d been here before noon to talk to a couple of friends, they had gotten him in to talk to Davies, on quiet but now he’d been waiting for over an hour.
Davies was an unusual Admiral, ex SEAL, ex chopper pilot and only later a surface officer. He had gotten up to the chief of operations, next in line to the Navy Vice Chief of Staff, by pure power of personality and intelligence. Derry had never met the man, but knew he was hard on everyone he didn’t consider up to his standards.
Something was going on, there were a lot of people, civilian and military, hurrying back and forth in the halls but most wireless systems didn’t work inside the Pentagon and on mahogany row there were no wall monitors and people only spoke in hurried whispers.
Suddenly the door to Davies office exploded open, a short burly man in rumpled blue suit looked at Derry from dark eyes, “You’re Jenkins.”
Derry had come to his feet, “Yes sir.”
“Davies,” A broad stubby fingered and, Derry found, immensely powerful hand was thrust at him. “We have an issue I hear you may be able to help explain, come with me.”
“Sir.” Derry followed as his rather wild haired guide spun on his heels
As they almost ran through his office, the Admiral spoke quickly, “About noon our time air assets off Palalo Sadong spotted craft taking off. A few hours later ground and air based space observation platforms reported a formation departing near Earth space probably for the moon.”
As he spoke they passed through a corridor and entered an elevator with its door open, the door snapped closed and they were nearly weightless for what seemed a long time before the floor tried to collapse his knees with deceleration.
The elevator door snapped open to show a corridor and guards who looked at Davies with blank eyes. They checked both ID’s and thumb prints before waving them through. On the far side of a thick insulated door was a vast operations room, with row upon row of workstations. Every station manned by officers from one of the four services, and other officers walking back and forth in the aisles. Most of the room seemed to be trying to stay calm and ignore the knot of gesticulating people that was Admiral Davies destination.
A woman’s voice spoke overhead, “.....once more, this is Luna Republic Defense Center to Palalo Sadong strike force, you are approaching our twenty thousand mile exclusion sphere, your vector and formation shows hostile intent, if you do not break away from your approach to Luna we will engage with lethal force. Acknowledge and comply with this message!”
A lieutenant commander at one of the consoles looked around, “Admiral Davies, several stations are receiving a narrowcast downlink apparently from the moon. Data is currently one way but has response enquiries and coding embedded. It includes e-mail and v-mail from various addresses of people known to have gone missing from Primus Junction Utah, going out to family and friends. There is also web page information about a Luna Haven, the Republic of Luna and the moonships.”
The admiral looked at Derry, “What do you think, some kind of trick or the real McCoy commander.”
“Do they list political leadership?” Derry asked the operator.
“Yes sir, President pro tem is listed as Paul Richards. The Vice President pro tem is a Conti Smith.” Pictures of Paul and a man Derry didn’t know appeared.
“That’s Paul Richards; don’t know the other man sir.”
Davies was looking surprised, “I do, Conti’s been knocking around the world for longer than I have. Guess I’d forgotten he worked for an Aristides subsidiary. If he were up there with me he’d be my choice for VP.”
“I’d guess the Admiral General figured out they were going to declare independence.” Derry said his stomach roiling.
The excited officer reporting on the feed pressed on, “There’s more on the feed, press releases. The Luna Republic is sending out copies of its base claim to territory on the moon, charter of independence, constitution and base laws. Its providing some specifications on the Paaly Stack power and propulsion system, and....”
“Enough commander, unless something big breaks.” The admiral turned to another console, “Lieutenant, anything coming in from our own sensors?”
“A couple of astronomical instruments have locked onto the location of the downlink; they can see something but no details. It’s in the same area as some amateurs picked up what they thought was dust and laser glints from some kind of battle the other day.”
“Anybody working on an uplink?” The admiral called out. Someone a couple of rows down held up a hand, “A NASA facility is almost there sir.”
“Good.”
“You know this Paul Richards; he called you?”
“Known each other for years, he was a contract engineer and project consultant. He used to work for the Navy sir.” Almost everyone in earshot seemed to freeze, “He was one of the contract program managers for Crazy Pork. Apparently we funded the early work that led to the drive; it was one of Paul’s programs. I looked it up. It was a tiny research grant, on a small scale fusion concept. It was cut off because the inventor wouldn’t report on his results. Apparently the inventor, Dr. Cooper Paaly knew he was onto something, he vanished about four years ago with his equipment.”
“Four years ago he was working for us? Oh to hell with it!” Now Derry saw why Davies’ hair was disheveled, he’d never seen anyone tear at their hair before.
“Sir we have radar signals coming from space, looks like someone has lit up.”
-Strike Force Nike-
“How the hell did they spot us?” Maguire snarled for about the fourth time, unable to stop himself repeating the question.
“No indication of radar signals on any receiver sir, there is a powerful transmitter trying to establish a downlink to Earth but it’s not pointing our way. We are outside of any passive sensors blind pickup. It almost has to be a bluff.” Sergey, the defensive system specialist replied crisply.
“Then how do they know where to point the damn signal?”
“Uh...it’s a fairly broad beam,” this time Sergey didn’t sound very positive.
“Screw it,” Maguire hit a switch, “This is Nike Lead, all Nike, light up and get into combat formation. They must have spotted us, full sector scan they have to be up and getting ready to intercept.”
-LRDF Hawk-
“Any chance they’ll see us?” Paul asked, as he saw the symbol that told him the enemy radar systems were sweeping space with high power microwaves. Hawk’s two formations were behind the enemy but catching up fast now. Almost the most dangerous time, the enemy commander had reacted more quickly than he had expected but had no idea they were behind him.
The reply came over the link from Luna, with its distinct light speed lag. “No, nothing pointing our way.” They were practicing strict emcon, emission control up until a few seconds ago. That’s why they’re in such a loose formation; they didn’t know where each was. Now they’re tightening up but they’re giving us all sorts of targets.” Came the reply over the link from the other part of his attack force.
“Blowing the spy platforms and the call to break off hasn’t given the game up?” Paul asked himself softly.
Julia replied, “They may suspect a bluff of some kind. We hit him with a lot of different things in quick sequence, but we can’t depend on keeping him off his game.”
Paul stared at the tactical situation image, “ten minutes to light up, and eleven till closest pass.”
She reached over and gripped his arm, he looked over, turned his arm to grip her hand, wished there was more he could do. But time was counting down fast now.
“How close are we going to get?” she asked.
“My intent is to keep the hopper tucked up with Alexis and get no closer than about five hundred miles, you’ll open the engagement at maximum range, we need to do damage and also keep them focused on us. The fighters will come in from a different vector at a much higher speed closing with their stacks in standby, ballistic, depending on distraction, their small size and the stealth tarps to allow them to get into engagement range without being spotted.”
“They won’t have a very long firing run.” Julia pointed out.
“But they will get at least one good track, maybe two and hopefully the chance for a second engagement.”
-Strike Force Nike Fighter Lead-
Hanging from his seat straps as his fighter decelerated towards huge silver gray crescent Rich Halberg was a little uncomfortable, a little puzzled, a little tense, but those were minor beside the gloating bubble of satisfaction. He’d finally found his place in the world, a place where his abilities were recognized and he wasn’t restrained by stupid rules and PC bull crap.
Halberg, and many others in the Admiral General’s court, simply wanted to wipe out Luna Haven and rebuild if there was any real value, after they had established hegemony over the world. He’d lobbied hard for a kill strike on the colony instead of the stupid and ultimately expensive surgical, pussy, strike.
But General Howard, Colonel Tassinara and even Major Maguire had thought that Olarik could be convinced to rejoin them. Now they had this second half hearted raid though with a real punch hidden behind the pussy blow.
Now they found out that Olarik had somehow lost control or even turned. Maybe they’d be allowed to use any nukes they didn’t use killing Yarina and the others on the town. That’d show the stupid civilians, any who weren’t nuke fried or vacuum dried meat, who was boss.
He felt his smile broaden as his as his attention came back to the here and now and ‘his’ pair of nuke armed platforms, what a kick! Nukes! And it wasn’t like the other two were harmless, they were ‘spinners’ loaded with canister rounds packed with thousands of ball bearings, the platforms would spin them out in a tight spiral and detonate them to create a wall of deadly fragments that would shred anything the Lunies had.
“Anything on your screens, escort force?” Rich grimaced at Sergey’s call, they were networked, and the Revenge had a better view than the fighters. His three fighters were arrayed with one pointing ‘north’ one ‘east’ and one at the moon; Terry was griping about hanging from his straps as they decelerated into orbit. Halberg had told the Aussie wuss to stop whinging.
With the six fighters arrayed they had almost spherical coverage with the fighter’s big nose antennas, netted together they should spot even a stealthy enemy at a thousand miles, twice that at least ahead.
Halberg focused on the glowing screens that filled the instrument panels of his fighter, ignoring the glowing beauty of the view through his fighter’s transparency. Spectacular space vista’s palled quickly, especially for a fighter pilot. At the velocities and ranges inherent in space warfare the unaided human eye was of little value. Once you had taken off, and even more when you transitioned from air to space, the view out the bubble was no more than a distraction.
“This is Luna Republic Defense Center to Sadongese Strike Force. Break Now or we are weapons free. May God have mercy on our souls.” He had really grown to hate that woman’s voice; he waved his finger in her general direction.
But his gut tightened and he looked hard at the tactical situation screen, they were fifteen minutes from reaching the decision point, hold off or go straight in for a strike.
He knew what they should do; he tapped the command link, “Maguire.....”
-Strike Force Nike Lead-
Maguire cursed as he saw the link from Halberg light up a few seconds after that damned woman finished her curse. It was probably just more unneeded advice but he had to make sure it wasn’t something important. Before he could reach the ‘receive’ icon the cabin of the Revenge filled with the heart seizing sound of the master alert, “Clang, clang, clang…”
Xu, the engineer yelled, “Laser, laser, targeting laser….range…range is…unclear, but closing very fast….”
Maguire cursed, whatever system the enemy had, must have spotted them, it hadn’t been a bluff and Arkan had sent interceptors up. Then his tactical screen showed the direction of attack. From behind!
But like the good officer he was he issued orders as his head spun in shock, “Xu, get the laser director extended.” He shifted to tac net, “Enemy is closing from behind, repeat enemy is closing from behind, reverse axis of attention, say again, reveres axis of focus.” He started to roll the ship so the laser head would be pointing in the direction of the incoming threat.
“RRRRRR…” another alarm. “SHIT…. goddamned laser, laser fire detected…” Xu was getting excited, too excited, but there was nothing Maguire could do about that, now. Xu groaned, “Oh crap…explosion bloom…another?” Maguire saw the images on his repeater, the ragged flickering blot, spinning and spewing before fading. He cursed under his breath as a fighter then a platform fell off the net. .
The tactical display suddenly shifted. It showed his little strike fleet, twenty two, twenty now in three closely linked clusters, following a line through space. Another line passing near theirs, a single red bead slid down that line with mind numbing speed.
Maguire snarled, “Xu, what’s the range?”
“Ah…Oh…range? Range is….”
The weapons officer yelled, “target, target spotted….range is less six hundred miles...” The alarm growled, “RRRRRRRR.” another of the icons on the tactical screen, the one closest to the racing red dot flashed orange.
“Target two missiles on it and Fire, Fire, Fire, everything you can fire.” Maguire screamed, as he punched the comm pad to link to the fighters.
There was a thunderclap, and the Revenge shivered. The master alarm howled its protest and red smeared across the control board that had been a comfortable green a second before.
Xu was screaming, Maguire figured he’d have the stupid coward shot, later. The ship bucked and shivered again, Guns yelled, “Hit him, laser tagged him! We have a lock, Missile four is accelerating for the intercept - damn it - he’s passed! Captain, roll ship, I can’t bear on the target any longer!!”
Maguire realized that the propulsion system was still working, had to be, he still felt like he was seated on Earth. His hand on the collective twitched, the ship shivered, started to roll.
Finally Maguire realized what Xu, was screaming, “FIRE! FIRE! We’re on fire!”
His eyes jerked to the sea of red indicators, yes there was the fire alert, in the other compartment. It was both on fire and leaking air like mad.
On the tactical screen one of the platform icons was ringed in orange sprinting away from the rest of the group, after the red bead falling away from them at a ridiculous rate..
Xu’s voice was a moan, “Fire. We’re on fire! Oh God, the oxygen tanks!”
Maguire’s throat constricted, “Shut the hell up and open the compartment to space you fool.” He jerked around, struggling with his harness, he saw Xu’s hand reaching for the correct button, hit it.
There was a thump and the floor plates shivered under them again. There was an odd shrieking sound, then nothing. Then quiet….or it seemed quiet even with the electronic pings, rings, chirps and growls of the alarms. Then the lights flickered and went out and emergency lights flickered on. There was a whine and he could see the reset starting...
Maguire sagged across the back of the seat he had been about to jump over, then, “Xu!” the little oriental engineer looked at Maguire, who finished, “you probably just saved our lives, so…when we land I’ll give you twenty minutes…after which, if I ever see you again I will kill you…do you understand me?”
The gurgling sound and bobbing head were sufficient, Maguire rolled back into his seat. Looked over at the weapons officer, who was cursing under his breath, “What’s the problem weps?”
“Everything gone, the laser, and the radar, the laser was a goner anyway, a hit took out the cooling loop and the system lost pressure when it was firing. I think the diode array’s gone and the lasing cavity’s burnt out. It looks like we had a power surge of some kind, the rest of the systems look like over-voltage trips.
Maguire shrugged, “We’re alive and we touched them, they are moving too fast to get turned around anytime soon.” The ships main systems had reset but most of the tacked on military systems were down hard, he was out of communications. But he was still sitting in his seat; the lights were back on and the navigation system up. They were alive, the ship would get them home, and everything else could wait till later.
-Strike Force Nike Fighter Lead-
“Maguire, this is Halberg, we should talk to .......” he stopped realizing that the link had not opened. He felt rage simmer up, Irish prick, ignore him would he?
Then over the general net Maguire’s voice, flat and controlled, “Enemy is closing from behind, repeat enemy is closing from behind, reverse axis of attention, say again, reverse axis of focus.”
Halberg felt a little floaty, shocky, his hands numb, the general alert sounded, he saw the tac-net shifting, an icon blinked, telling him the net was degrading, and then two vehicle icons blinked out. From the edge of his eyes he caught a flash, a glint of something, which was gone in an instant.
The tac net screen showed a red line and a bead slipping along it, already even with them about to pull ahead. “RRRRRRR…” the audio tone of the threat receiver growled, shocked him out of his stasis, jerking his attention to the threat receiver display. A radar signal, not from the red bead, a fighter radar, closing fast and too bloody close.
His moment of shock hadn’t lasted long, Major Rich Halberg, Palalo Sadong Space Force, was a natural killer in his way, and a good pilot with lightning fast reactions. Before his mind had caught up to the situation his hands were gripping the sidearm controllers and he was rolling his fighter to respond to the oncoming attack.
Terry, Terrance Smith the ex Australian pilot was even faster, but as fast as his reaction were, as well honed as his instincts, and responsive as his craft was, none of it mattered. The one megawatt laser beam punched through the hull below his feet and then carved its way through the pilot’s seat and the pilot. He screamed as his cockpit filled with fire and smoke. As his control inputs rolled the fighter the beam sliced through the shivering hull. The end came when the laser chopped into the ejection seat charges, rupturing and detonating them. The forward hull of Terry’s fighter exploded, hurling chunks of the dead craft and its pilot into space. A second hit carved through the rear fuselage into the hydrogen and oxygen storage tanks and an instant later the ruined ship erupted into a cloud of jagged wreckage.
Rich saw his wingman explode and screamed in rage, his fingers had already punched the command to send the missiles under his command lunging at the four fighters his radar showed so clearly now. His threat receiver screamed and one of the missiles blew up at almost the same instant. As he fought to bring his laser to bear he could see that the enemy was almost out of range. Then the enemy was out of range and he was left screaming curses at their rapidly fading radar blips.
One side of his Perspex filled with bright light that wasn’t the sun, a flash of terrible blue white light that faded to red and was gone. The honk of the nuclear event detector that had been installed when the original F-104 had been built three quarters of a century before sounded for the first time in the fighter’s life.
-LRDF Hawk-
Paul realized his hands were shaking, the alarms were silenced, the voices over the tac net had settled back to a normal timbre. The enemy was fifteen hundred miles behind and the range was opening at almost fifteen miles a second. The infinite no man’s land of space had reasserted itself. Julia still had the MoonDream in her sights but at this range keeping beams focused and localized was impossible, they’d end up shining a very bright flashlight at it, no more.
Behind them, caught on several screens a brilliant violet spark erupted into a featureless sphere, fading from white to yellow, red and black, leaving vacuum awash with a sizzling storm of radio frequency static..
“What the hell was that? A laser hit?” yet he was almost sure he knew what it had been.
“Warning, warning, all Hawk, Hawk lead, we have platforms accelerating at ten Gs plus in pursuit of Alexis and the Hopper. This was an ambush; they are not loaded for bombardment.” Tien called out, he probably hadn’t seen the detonation that confirmed his guess.
“Shit that was a nuke!” Someone else was screaming.
Paul hit his general send, “Break, break up the formations, Patsy get the Alexis out of here, Helena get your fighters clear.”
Before he was could close the link another hellspot erupted.
“Hopper, Julia, we are feeding you two tracks, two platforms in pursuit, they are still falling behind but accelerating at ten Gs they will catch up in less than twelve minutes. Fighter lead you and your wingman are being chased by two platforms. You have thirty minutes.
“What about Chas and Minna?” Helena called back sharply.
“Sorry Fighter Lead, we don’t have tracks on them any longer. They were intercepted by one of the platforms, it was less than a mile away when it vanished and their ships went a moment later.”
“Oh God.” Helena whispered. Paul cursed silently to himself.
“What about the first explosion?”
“One of the platforms you shot up Hawk Lead, looks like it detonated by accident, a hundred miles from anything when it blew.”
“Roger that. Salvage fusing?” Paul responded.
“Poorly executed, a lash up,” Tien was obviously irritated by the incompetence.
The tactical officer spoke up, “Flotilla Hawk, enemy disposition update, the MoonDream is accelerating at three Gs, vector is clear of Luna shaping course for a return. It does not appear to be in communication with the rest of the strike force, it was the closest ship to the first detonation. Three enemy fighters were destroyed or knocked out, two are accelerating for Earth, and one is obviously in trouble, accelerating erratically. Four platforms were destroyed outright, one intercept, three maneuvering for intercept, four others have ceased any maneuvering. Be warned we have no way of telling if all or some are nuclear armed.”
“Not all are Luna Defense. I got a secondary on one I hit, it blew to hell and spewed a lot of trash, but it was no Nuke.” This was the calm voice of Helena’s wingman Scott Blackmore.”
“Roger that confirmation Fighter two.”
“Helena, can you take on the two maneuvering for you.” Paul called.
“Yes, I just hope a hundred miles is clear enough.”
“We’ll get the one following us.” Julia was calmly confident, “what about the ones that have gone dumb?”
“What’s their orbit look like Luna Defense?” Paul asked.
“They’re too slow for a clean escape; they’ll loop back into the inner system eventually, about a hundred years from now, no way for a quick solution.”
“I don’t like leaving that sort of crap wandering in our space,” Paul found it very strange to be saying that.
“There is one remaining enemy fighter we are unclear of the status on. It is tumbling, not maneuvering; it’s following the remaining bombardment platforms on a ballistic vector. It is not communicating but its radar is on, in search mode, but not switching modes. IR shows that its power source is still operational and it does not appear damaged”
“Damn it.” Paul muttered, but he started to plot a new course anyway.
Julia’s suit wobbled, she was nodding her head, “No way of knowing what’s up till we get too close for comfort. Even with my sweet baby.” She patted the nearest laser status screen affectionately.
-The Pentagon-
“Nuclear detonation!” Someone screamed as a pulse of blue white punctuated the rather boring black background with its overlay of small red and yellow icons and electronic warfare symbols. At a hundred thousand miles they had seen only the occasional glint up to now.
“What the hell! Who gave these shit heads nuclear weapons!” Davies snarled dangerously. As emphasis another detonation flashed, “Shit, shit.” The Admiral shook his fist at the ceiling.
Activity had amped up all around, “We’ve lost some of the observation sensors, overloads in certain frequency channels.” Someone called out.
“We’re not going to have to worry about an EMP event; the explosions were too far out.”
“Nuclear detonations make this a UN concern,” someone called out.
“Screw the UN, the UN doesn’t have dick to say until this is long over.” Someone else responded hotly.
“As usual DoE is being useless,” A youngish Air Force general snarled, “But one of my operational analysts says the blasts were in the hundred kiloton class.”
“Who’s firing off the Nukes Jenkins?” The Admirals hot eyes were on Derry.
“The Chinese have been Mindow’s backers from the start sir. My guess is Chinese nukes on PS weapons, against the Luna Republic ships.”
The Admiral nodded, “Sounds right, don’t think civvies would go nuclear this quick.”
Things did not get a lot clearer for awhile; there was only one radar on now, apparently in an out of control PS space fighter. There were hints that the two forces had at the least fought to a draw and were withdrawing, but that was more guess.
“Anything coming over the link, if not can we send queries?” Derry asked the lieutenant commander watching the Luna Republic traffic.
“A press release just hit the server, claiming their forces met the PS strike force, and the PS used nuclear weapons. They claim to have knocked the PS force about before the Nukes went off; they lost two fighters to one of the Nukes. Disclaimer of any Luna Haven nuclear weapons or intentions, which is sweet of them but they know as well as we do it’s meaningless given they can drop asteroids on our heads if they want to.”
“Less editorializing commander, anything else,” The admiral had appeared as if out of nowhere.
“No, sir, ah a, some queries on a Luna Haven chat board about the whereabouts of President Richards, there’s a rumor that he and his girlfriend are up, in the fight.”
The admiral pinioned Derry again, “That sound like our man?”
“Paul never backs down if he thinks he’s the man for the job, don’t know about the girlfriend.”
“Gay?”
“No, just burnt and busy.”
“Aren’t we all?” the Admiral grunted.
The lieutenant commander jerked as if shot as he read something, “Ah, Admiral Davies sir,” He looked around at Derry, “There’s a message on the main server, a request for Commander Jenkins to call President Richards.”
“Well apparently he isn’t up,” The Admiral sniffed, he looked at Derry, “You have his number.” At Derry’s affirmative he pointed at a pad on the console, “Dial him up.”
Derry did as ordered. There was a pause, then the beep of a line going through.
Nothing except heavy breathing.
“Paul, this is Derry.”
A grunt, near a gasp, “Hey Derry, scuse me, the gravs are a bitch.”
Everyone exchanged looks.
“I thought you were management Paul?”
A laugh, two actually, one feminine in tone.
“Yeah, well we’re small; I’m still the best pilot we have for these things. Wait one Derry.” Luna Defense this is Hawk Lead, we are closing on the four dead arrows and the tumbling pigeon, anything new.”
“Suggest you let Julia pot them from max range Paul, no knowing what they’re going to do.”
“Sounds good,” Paul grunted after the light delay pause.
“Feed me the tracks Luna Defense,” a woman’s voice, with the typical laconic calm of an experienced military officer.
“Hawk lead, you will be passing within a couple of hundred miles of the tumbling pigeon in a minute, it’s still not showing a reason to be out of the fight. Assume he’s a hostile playing possum.”
“Derry.”
“Here Paul.”
“We did not launch any Nukes, but I’m sure the Admiral General will claim we did. After that, things are going to go nonlinear on the world stage; we all know it, and then doing anything will get really, really hard. We have to end this soon; very soon, no waiting or we may not be able to do it. When you get to your admiral tell him that. We’re not having luck through other channels.”
Davies leaned forward, “Mr. President this is Commander Jenkins’s Admiral, Admiral Davies, didn’t have a chance to introduce myself, I hear your message and concur to the hilt, what are you doing chasing down wreckage, sir.”
“Think there may be a nuke among em and they are not in escape orbit, I’m on the only ship with a laser with enough reach to kill them from a safe distance.”
Davies grimaced, “Roger that sir, good hunting.”
There was a warning clang over the audio.
“Tumbling pigeon has gone active, maneuvering, blowing smoke and chaff.” The woman’s voice was flat.
“Damn it, he’s hitting ..... with....radar in pencil....” Paul’s voice was ripped by static.
“Electronic warfare attack from the fighter,” someone reported superfluously.
More crackling, “.....Lead.....slowing at m.....Gs, not dea.. ...peat not dead..”
The screen was lit by another hell bulb, “Nuke, same class.” Someone called out rather pointlessly.
“...t the f...er. Now yo.... just .... little chance.....” That was ‘Julia’s voice through the high G gasps and the roaring crackle of static.
“Pa....ong fighter, you ....alone....it up, you will...fairly.” Paul called out.
The hiss and pops faded a lot, “Hey, that you Richards.” The voice was faint but clear above the remaining static.
“Halberg?” There was disgust in Paul’s voice.
“The same, you know you really make this quite worthwhile, I’ve wanted to kill you for some time.”
“Hey Ricky, same back at you,” that was Julia.
“Oh Julia, my love, your presence gives me shivers of delight.”
“When you run out of chaff and smoke I’ll give you shivers right up your ass Ricky.”
“When that incoming vaporizes you I shall send air kisses after you.” ‘Ricky’s’ voice descended to a savage snarl at the end and the hissing a crackle of static redoubled
“Take....you damn....hole,” And suddenly the static was fading. “Thank you Helena, woo, damn it, he’s still accelerating and blowing clouds.”
“Incoming, two” Someone pointed out.
There was a thump and then a growl over the audio, and then quiet, “One....nice fireworks, Smithy was right, lots of shrapnel, we clear my dear?” Julia sounded almost light hearted.
“We are well clear, the other’s at two hu...” Paul’s voice was cut off by the thump and growl of the laser firing.
There was a wash of static, and on the screen in the operations room another bulb of hellfire ignited.
“The remaining deader is nearly in range.” Paul’s voice was calm.
“Damn it, Halberg’s getting away again.” Julia came close to whining.
“What do the two of you have going on; I think I need to know.” Paul asked calmly.
“He’s a king sized asshole, but mainly he stole my chopper, I shot him down with a hunting rifle. We never got past that for some reason.”
“Ah, friendly rivalry thing, I see.”
Another woman’s voice came over the line, “Would you two cut out the pre-coital repartee and kill those damned bombs, I need to pee and I don’t like doing it in my suit.”
“Roger that Helena.”
Derry leaned forward, “Ah, Paul you’re still on open mic you know?”
“Uh...oh sh...sorry Derry. Things got a bit interesting there for a few.”
“I heard, and saw. You’re getting too old for that sort of thing Paul, as well as being on the wrong career track.”
“We’ll talk about it at my next career counseling day. Is Admiral Davies still there?”
Davies leaned forward grinning, “Have to agree with the commander Mr. President, it’ll set bad precedents if you’re not careful.”
“Agreed Admiral, I spoke a bit with Derry about the plan, he can give you a quick rundown and you’ll see more from some things I’ve sent to Derry. After I get down and cleaned up we will need to meet and come to an agreement on a plan of action.”
Davies nodded, “Agreed in principle, we’ll get back to you on where and when.”
“Thank you Admiral, Richards out.”
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Gathering forces
Derry shivered inside his insulated parka. His pants were heavy wool, but the wind slicing across the grim gray expanse of weathered concrete cut through them as if the material were gauze, even with that the shiver was at least fifty percent excitement. The sky was clear and the stars burnt with almost preternatural brilliance even with a fairly full moon, an orb that had more meaning than it ever had before. It wasn’t all that late, but at this time of year night came early and stayed for a long time even in southern Alaska.
Fort Achatka was misnamed; while it had been a Russian Army outpost first it had been in the hands of the US Navy, and later the US Air Force, since Alaska had been part of the US. These days Fort Achatka Air Base was only used as a backup landing field for the northern guard air patrols that kept the Russians honest. The fort’s massive phased array radar was part of the missile defense system, linked to the interceptor missile battery further south by fiber optic cables.
Most base operations were buried now, a defense against weather more than anything else. There were a few old and tired looking surface structures, but they were mostly just entrances that led down into a warren of artificial caverns. He stood in the lee of a huge ancient arch of concrete, originally built to house bombers now it covered a wide slope down into the bowels of the rock. Down below were the military versions of the Gulfstream business jet he and the rest of the party from DC had flown in on.
A warning tone sounded in his ear, five minutes to go. Derry felt a twinge of concern but he was almost certain the Luna colonists would be here, and they’d be on time, Paul hated being unpunctual.
A voice spoke in his earboom; it was one of the officers back in the operations room where the rest of the greeting committee were waiting. “Captain Jenkins, still nothing on the radar. It’s six twenty five.” The major’s voice was a bit sarcastic. A lot of the Fort’s personnel had picked up on the fact that several of the VIPs in the greeting committee thought this a fool’s errand, and there was a palpable air of disbelief and distrust.
It was a reflection of how critical the situation was that there had been some discussion of having the US President take part, but that would have required the meeting be held near DC since the President was currently a near prisoner in Washington. Air Force One was no longer a safe mode of travel and even road convoys were at risk. The President had taken to traveling by rail, in a modified passenger car secretly attached to a regularly scheduled train and getting here by train was impossible
Derry looked out over the bay and was startled to see a deeper blackness drifting down at an angle. His eye couldn’t quite get a hook on it but it was coming down fast, then it was looming huge; a floating onyx Incan pyramid. He heard a metallic whine and crunch as massive landing skids extended from the craft’s belly and it settled onto the concrete ramp.
“Captain Jenkins, where is your friend?” The voice on the other end of the ear boom’s radio link was unpleasantly sarcastic. Among the greeting committee Admiral Simpkins, next to Deputy Secretary of Defense Atkinson, was the most critical of the tentative alliance with the Luna Colonists, he’d been heard to comment that they ought to all be tried as war criminals, or alternately left to freeze dry in their Luna rat hole.
“They’re here Admiral; the moonship’s sitting on the ramp next to me, Jenkins out.” He cut off the sputtering coming back from the other end as he walked toward the ship.
He saw a figure climb down from a dimly blue rectangle about head height off the ground. An arm lifted, a voice called, “Hey Derry, good to see you.”
Derry felt relief, “Hey yourself Mr. President. Am I supposed to bow or something?”
Paul’s teeth flashed in the moonlight, “Yeah, but I’m having the devil of a time getting people to get the flourish right.”
The two men hugged hard, something they had never done before but that seemed right.
Paul pointed at the hangar, “Need to get the Alexis undercover, no way of knowing when one of the spy eyes is going to overfly us. Indications are they don’t come this way too often, but we don’t really know.”
Derry nodded, “Ops, the moonships going to move to the ramp under the Quonset.” He cut the line before he could hear more than a squawk in reply.
Paul nodded, tapped the comm pad on his wrist, “Patsy, get her undercover in the hangar over there.”
The faint growl became a little more intense and the ship lifted slightly and slid away from them. It was disconcerting to see something so huge and obviously massive move with such ease and silence.
As the ship left Derry saw a couple of other figures left behind, their heavy outlines and the odd shapes they carried told him they were soldiers, bodyguards, Paul’s position became a little more real.
Paul turned to follow the ship; at his shoulder Derry spoke softly, “Paul, not everyone’s happy about what the President and Admiral Davies agreed to. Some think it’s too risky, some think it’s a slap to our national honor, some think you and the rest of the colonists are traitors.”
“About what I expected Derry, it’s one of the reasons we have to do this now. Hell, my people have a lot of the same feelings, and you have to remember that most of them have relatives or loved ones held on Palalo Sadong.” Paul spoke quietly.
“Yeah, and that’s a problem as far as some of the military are concerned. Even if you and your senior people are certain, what about everyone else, could you have a traitor, could your people fold.”
Paul sighed, “Legitimate concerns, and the answer is that, given time, things could fly apart. The stress is showing but people are holding up. Give it weeks or months and other defeats and things could change.”
Derry sighed, “But keep wining like the last time?”
Paul sighed, “In two fights we’ve lost half of our fighter force and had to abandon Farside Observatory. We’ve been lucky but the casualties hurt in such a small community.” There was pain in his friend’s voice and Derry touched Paul’s shoulder gently. “You need to stay out of the firing line, and by the way I want to meet your lady friend, you both need to stay out of the firing line.”
Paul touched Derry’s hand, “Thanks, we’ll, I’ll try but I can’t promise. Safety does not come with this job, not yet.”
They finished the walk in quiet friendship. The hangar loomed immense around them. The dim, red-lit interior somehow emphasized the massive wedge of metal and plastic resting at an angle on the slope into the ground. Figures moved around the ship, sentries in battle gear. Near the hangar sidewall a new cluster of figures appeared up the stairs from a tunnel. Derry beckoned Paul towards them.
There were several armed Special Forces types spread out to be obvious but nonthreatening. On either side of the main delegation were groups of lower rank types, the military adjutants on one side, and civilian assistants on the other.
The members of the greeting committee switched their gaze from the moonship to Paul and Derry as the two friends crossed the final few feet. Secretary of State Sean Roosevelt, the senior member, and the President’s emissary, was in front, a tall older man of impressive demeanor. Next to him stood Deputy Secretary of Defense Atkinson, a small older man with a reserved, professorial air. Like most of the President’s National Security Team, he was, at least on the surface, a rabid supporter of the ‘attack despite the consequences’ clique.
The military contingent was lead by General Samuel Wharton, US Air Force, a small, handsome black man. He was the junior member of the joint chiefs and he was a supporter of Luna Haven and the Presidents’ plan. Admiral Foster Davies was there, looking very different in full uniform, his startlingly black eyes punctuated a craggy face fringed by his graying black hair, he was so broad he looked short. The junior member was Army General James Simpkins, a slightly overweight, nondescript white male; he was a specialist in weapons and logistics. He was probably the least impressive and warlike of the men standing there, but the most vocal and sharply aggressive in his opinions.
Roosevelt moved forward, his hand outstretched, “Mr. President, glad to see you!” there was faint twitch of his lips; he apparently found the rather casual arrival amusing. Atkinson and Simpkins were both looking nearly apoplectic, Wharton and Davies slightly approving.
Paul took the hand, “Secretary Roosevelt, I am very glad to see you as well.”
The two men stood silently assessing for a moment before stepping apart, Roosevelt, looking like someone who had made up his mind, turned, “Let me introduce the rest of the delegation…” Paul shook hands and murmured greetings to all of the other men. Derry stood back and watched his friend deal with the intimidating line of men with calm ease. Paul never seemed to miss a beat and subtle hints told Derry that he knew his friends from his enemies. It reminded Derry once more that Paul had built and run his own company when most men were still trying to understand who they were and what they wanted to do with their lives.
There was a subtle movement, and Derry glanced around to see a tallish, slender blonde woman walking towards them from the direction of the ship. Paul turned and smiled; Derry decided that this was Julia. Paul turned back “Gentlemen, I’d like to introduce Julia Chisholm.”
“Richard Aristide’s granddaughter,” Sean Roosevelt said calmly. This had a galvanic affect on several people, especially Atkinson and Simpkins.
The young woman bowed slightly, “Guilty Secretary Roosevelt.”
“Captain Chisholm! You’re an officer in the US Air Force, what are you doing in the service of a foreign nation?” snarled Simpkins.
She shrugged, apparently unmoved by the attack, “Reserves sir. I didn’t volunteer, shanghaied is more the term. I figure that right now anyone fighting against the Admiral General is on the same side. We can work out the details later.”
“Aristide is an American citizen, you’re a US officer, he’s a traitor who has attacked his country and given aid to its enemies. I’d have to say on the face of it that you’re more of the same!” Simpkins couldn’t let it go.
Julia was about to respond in anger, Paul touched her arm and she bit off her reply and stepped back. Paul glanced at Simpkins, “General if you have proof that Aristide is a traitor I’d like to see it. From everything I have ever been able to tell he is, or was, a man driven by the dream of giving mankind the stars - which he has succeeded in doing - that others, men with dreams of empire, hijacked his dream is hardly his fault. As to your accusation against Julia, you had better check your facts or your mouth, because either one of them could get you in serious trouble.”
Atkinson pulled on Simpkins arm and the slightly portly General shut his mouth with a snap and stepped back. Roosevelt stepped in, “General, please be quiet, this is not the time or place for this. And I agree with President Richards, you need to check your sources. Captain Chisholm has flown for the Human Freedom Foundation for years and the Admiral General has a price on the heads of any HUFF pilots captured on Palalo Sadong.” The diplomat smiled sadly at Julia, “May I extend my sympathies for the loss of life on the MV Constance.”
“Thank you Mister Secretary for the defense and the condolences,” Julia shot Simpkins a poisonous look and turned to Paul. “The prototype Stack and the data package have been off loaded Paul. Luna Defense reports one of the recon platforms did a radical orbital change and is heading this way. It’s possible we’ve been busted. But none of the bombardment platforms have changed orbits, minimum warning time is ten minutes now. But we don’t have a firm fix on some of the fighters or the MoonBeam.”
Paul glanced around, “Is it possible that there’s been a leak?”
General Wharton looked concerned, “It’s always possible. The situation is so confused right now that some people are still acting like this is some kind of half-baked emergency drill and things will return to normal in a few weeks. It’s hard for some people to take a nation called Palalo Sadong with a leader called the Admiral General seriously.”
Paul shook his head, “But what about China, the Chinese have been supporting the Admiral General for years. The news reports would indicate that behind the scenes they are bringing most of the Asian Rim and Oceania into the pro Admiral General camp.”
Admiral Davis lifted his big hands, “Few people have really thought things that far through Mr. President, but you are right. Still, I doubt it; this site was selected rather late in the day. I don’t think anyone knows where we were meeting you; few enough knew we were meeting you at all.”
Paul glanced at Captain Chisholm, “Get ready to skedaddle if things go bad, if I have time I’ll make for the Alexis, otherwise I’ll run for the shelters, you get clear.”
She looked a little mutinous but nodded sharply, looked around, avoiding looking at Simpkins or Atkinson, “Gentlemen.” She spun and ran for the ship.
The secretary spread his hands, “Mr. President the plan is already in motion. This meeting was set up to allow you to drop off the items agreed to and provide us an opportunity to meet. I’d like to tell you that the President of the United States wishes to express his thanks for what you and your people have decided to do, the losses you have taken for the sake of mankind and this country, and the risks you are undertaking.” Roosevelt delivered the little speech with the power and ringing conviction of a professional political speaker.
“Mr. Secretary, please carry my thanks back to the President of the United States for the help he is providing to us, and the risks he is taking as President, and as a person. We will always be profoundly thankful. I am sure that when we get this mess behind us our two countries will have many things to discuss and develop. Most of us are American by birth and beliefs, separated only by circumstances and hundreds of thousands of miles. We are a tiny, tiny population on a frontier so vast that the mind cringes at times. The US has been at the human frontier for more than two centuries, I am sure the Luna Republic and the US, in partnership, will continue to lead the way to the stars.” Paul’s delivery might not have had the practiced polish of Roosevelt’s but what it lacked in polish it made up in raw passion. Derry was in a position to watch the effect on all the delegation and he was quite happy with his friend’s effort. Even Atkinson and Simpkins looked nonplused.
Roosevelt smiled in delight and stepped forward, holding out his hand again, “Wonderful Mr. President, I will most faithfully carry your message to the President. Secretary Atkinson and I will be available for consultation, if you should need us.”
Paul smiled in reply; he and Roosevelt had obviously taken a liking to each other. Atkinson wasn’t happy at being pulled out of the conference, but he had no option, Paul kept his face bland as they shook hands.
General Wharton waited a moment as the civilians withdrew and started down the stairs, then glanced around, “The President of the United States has ordered me to cooperate with you in any way possible President Richards. As the secretary said the plans agreed to have already been set in motion. I’ve seen the operational plans and I have to admit it has the advantages of simplicity and quickness. It’s damned risky, but provides the quick end we need.”
“None of us like it but we don’t see a lot of options,” Paul replied..
Admiral Davies shrugged, “This is one of those times in history where one has to risk all knowing that complete disaster is possible, but unlikely.”
Simpkins spoke up, “The best plan in my opinion, as well as that of Secretary Atkinson and many others, is for your forces to keep out of the way while the US blows the slimy son of a bitch of an Admiral General out of his rat hole.”
Wharton frowned at the pudgy man, “General, you know very well that our war gamers said that was a pretty messy scenario. We would lose almost all of the attacking fleet and the center of several major cities, including DC.”
Paul’s voice was flat, “Not to mention the deaths of the people the Admiral General is holding hostage. You have no way of getting a rescue force in and the hostages out without flattening New Port. Our opinion is that you’d have a fifty percent chance of utter disaster, and your only option then would be to go nuclear, which would kill hundreds of thousands. And we know the Chinese have provided the Admiral General with nukes so you could lose millions of your own citizens.”
Simpkins flared up, “What hell is this Chinese paranoia of yours? They’ve been our ally for the past decade; their military has been decreasing in size for decades.”
Davies spoke gruffly, “Their military has been modernizing for decades as you know Admiral. They couldn’t afford quantity and quality and they chose quality after we proved firepower trumps numbers several times in a row. President Richards is quite right, the Chinese are a player in this and we know they’ve already provided nuclear weapons to the Admiral General, though I’d expect them to have some rather draconian safeguards, I certainly wouldn’t trust the son of a bitch.”
Now Wharton stepped in, his voice was mild, “Thank you Admiral; General you are here to provide technical insight, would you please keep your other opinions to yourself for the time being.” Simpkins snapped upright, his face demonic in the reddish light.
Davies spoke again, “General Simpkins, can you tell me if the requested number of small diameter guided bombs will be available and where they can be transshipped from? I know there was some question about our stocks given the work stoppages at the assembly plant over the last year, and our use rate in the ‘Stan.”
Simpkins jaw muscles were bunched, he seemed to struggle within himself, “They are on the way here. We found that there was a backup stock at the Crane, Indiana depot and since I had category A requirements I ordered them shipped immediately. They’ll go by rail to Dayton; from there they’ll be flown here by C-17.”
There was a moment’s stillness after he finished. Simpkins’ eyes grew a little larger as the import of his words came to him.
“When did those orders go out Simpkins?” Wharton’s voice was flat.
Simpkins didn’t seem to be able to say anything, a woman with lieutenant colonel’s flashes spoke up, “About seven hours ago, General.”
Davis glanced at Paul, “Probably explains the visit by the recon satellite.”
Paul nodded, “I hope they don’t see a lot.” He looked out, then back at Wharton, “Hopefully they will simply fly by but they may revisit, possibly very quickly, could you make sure that this hangar stays lit and warmed up a little? Also, you might come up with some kind of cover story!”
The General nodded, “Done Mr. President, what about the bombs?”
Paul grinned, “Let them get lost in the rail cargo system. Get them shunted onto some lonely, out of the way siding in the next few hours, and let me know where they are. The Alexis will drop in and pick them up. I’ll even bring the fork lift trucks.”
“Done Mr. President.”
Admiral Davis nodded, “Fine, the plan is still for a jump off at oh one hundred Palalo Sadong time tomorrow?”
“That’s the time we start the clock unless there’s an objection?”
“None Mr. President.”
“I need to be going then General, good meeting you, you as well Admiral Davies.” He shook their hands then glanced around and smiled at Derry, “Good seeing you again buddy.”
Derry shook his friend’s hand firmly, “Take care of yourself Mr. President!”
“I’ll try Derry, and Derry, call me Paul…my title doesn’t change our friendship.”
“OK Paul…but take care of yourself.”
Paul smiled faintly, “I’ll try and dodge if I can Derry.” He turned and strode away.
Derry watched his friend walk across the concrete floor towards the space cruiser.
Wharton spoke coldly, “General Simpkins, we need to have a conversation about your behavior tonight and earlier.”
Simpkins opened his mouth.
The General held up a peremptory hand, “You probably want to think about what you want to say very carefully General. For now just be quiet.”
-Alexis Aurora Earth Orbit-
The Alexis hummed softly, in a powered orbit far out from the normal ‘orbitals’ around Earth, providing the crew Luna level ‘gravity’ as they got ready for action. The moonship had left Luna carrying a lot more than just the ‘gifts’ they had left in Alaska. The Hopper had been aboard as deck cargo along with a construction shack module, which was acting as a temporary bunk facility for the Marines who would attempt to take the command platform.
Paul, Julia, Patsy and Sunil were in the cockpit, facing the forward screen which was acting as a conference screen. On the other end Arkan, Conti and other senior staff couldn’t hide their consternation. They had expected them to drop off the Hopper and the construction shack and return to Luna for a crew change, Paul had told them that wasn’t happening.
Conti was the first to speak, “...Paul you can’t…damnit.”
“Who did you expect me to order to fly her? Patsy? She’s the next best Moonship pilot. We also need an experienced pilot for the Hopper with Julia, to provide top cover while the fighters are doing the spotting.”
“I thought we agreed we’d have the trainees fly her?” Arkan said a bit weakly, Paul could see the Colonel had guessed this was coming.
“We’re going to be doing things with the Alexis she wasn’t designed to do and putting her in a situation she is totally unsuited for. If there is anyone who is likely to carry that off it’s me. Not even Patsy has as many hours or has done as many stupid things with the moonships as I have.”
Conti looked like he was about to cry, “Paul…I see your point…I suppose I didn’t think it through…damnit can we call this off? We can’t risk you like this, not again.”
“I’m not going to condemn our new republic to obliteration Conti. And you know as well as I do, they will stop at nothing to obliterate us now we’ve gone public and hurt them so badly in the process,” Paul replied tiredly.
Julia spoke up, “And it’s possible they’ll get kudos for it now they have blamed us for the Nukes. The English speaking nations and other tight US allies are all condemning it as an obvious lie but even Canada and New Zealand are wishy-washy. The European’s are using it as an excuse to wring their hands and do nothing. The rest of the world is going along with the big lie because China wants them to and they need the Chinese to keep their new dog on a leash.”
Paul waved Conti down as he began to argue, “Conti, we have a window now. There are a lot of people in the US who want this to go away, for us to go away. Leave it a few more days and the do nothings will gain control. Without the US we are doomed to a war of attrition lasting a few days or weeks, killing thousands and the certain destruction of Luna Haven and its dreams. If the US ever did decide to act later it would have to resort to a nuclear strike. Either way the hostages are not coming home and chances are the Admiral General will get his empire.”
Olarik steepled his fingers, “It’s a risky, dangerous plan. But it is the only one that promises to bring this all to a conclusion rapidly and with the least chance of massive civilian casualties, probably on all sides.”
Paul nodded, “What we’ve all agreed. Look you have an agreement with the US as long as this succeeds we have at least that to support the Luna Republic’s claim of sovereignty. You have at least one public and two private portals to Earth, more when Luna is over the US or Europe; the Stack technology and a foothold on the moon. If we can’t use those as leverage to build a future we are doing something wrong. Look it’s late, or early, or something, we need to launch the Hopper and get back to the pickup and try and get some rest before the balloon goes up, good night,” he cut the conference link and leaned back.
Patsy and Sunil said quiet goodbyes and left, they had things to do.
There was a rustle, and Paul found a sandwich being thrust under his nose, his stomach was tight, he hadn’t been able to eat much for days. The only reason he was eating, sleeping regularly was a certain person who he found to be as stubborn as her father in many ways. He took the sandwich without a word and took a bite, it was good.
He felt her cheek on the top of his head, “I’m sorry you had to yell at Conti.”
“So am I, he’s doing the best he can but he’s afraid of being left holding the bag.” He finished the sandwich. Then the small cup of coffee she handed him. “Thanks.” He said at last.
“You’re welcome.” She said softly.
Then, grabbing him by the shoulders of his overalls she hauled him out of the chair and around to face her, Luna gravity helped, but she was disconcertingly strong and now he was nose to nose with her she was also obviously furious, “Conti was a couple of hundred thousand miles away, I’m right here. If you think you fooled me with the bit about needing me on the Hopper for cover you have another think coming. The bombs were my idea and I know them rather more intimately than I like, Charlie’s a great old guy, tech, but he’s no expert with classes and practice. I am going with you on the Alexis, Phil or someone else can shoot the laser, it’s not hard, it does not require specialized training.”
“Uh…hh.” Was all he could think to say.
“You idiot,” She shook him gently then pulled him close and shut his mouth with hers.
Three quarters of an hour later Patsy comm’d from the Hopper, already floating outside with the cylindrical mass of the construction shack and some odd triangular structures on a temporary superstructure built over the original cargo deck, where the laser was still mounted. “Uh, guys, we need to get going, you’re going to be late to the pick up.”
-Graystown OH-
Wedged between steep, partially quarried hills, the old freight yard moldered. The brick built factories at the closed end of the valley had started in the days of waterpower, when there had been an actual town here. In the constricted valley the town had strangled as it grew and then been starved by the development of steam power. It had still bustled during the heyday of US industrial dominance and vast corrugated sheds had been put up during the buildup to WWII but it had all been abandoned by the early sixties. The buildings had been razed to stop vagrants using them so that all that remained was a narrow scrubby plain of tramped gravel and cinders between bleak rock walls and the network of rail sidings that had run down the streets. Most of the short tracks were beyond use, but the main line and a few sidings were still useable.
The current owner saw more money from tax write offs than from anything else but was happy to rent rail space to anyone who needed a temporary, out of the way, storage site. The opening of the valley was narrow, Gray Creek ran fast and rocky side by side with the single rail track cut into the side of the hill. There had only ever been one other way into the dead end valley and it had been closed by rock falls for decades now. The steep valley was too hard to access for thieves, petty or otherwise. The only visitors these days were hunters, and the occasional group of men and boys playing at being anti-government militiamen.
Some people had stored quite valuable cargoes here for months at a time, but times were tough and few cargoes, valuable or otherwise, waited long for delivery. Today only two of the sidings were in use. One had six very old, high-sided gondolas, holding copper scrap metal that the current owner hoped would increase in value to a worthwhile level sometime soon.
Five tracks over, four well cared for boxcars waited. Discrete symbols on the sides of the cars told railroad men in the know that they were government owned and contained munitions. But other than that they were rather nondescript. Of course the sentries at various points around the valley indicated something of value was here, but the young men and women were quite discreet, had been here for less than four hours, and would be gone in a few more.
Snow cloaked the hills and the ground, hiding some of the manmade bleakness under a natural cloak. The moon, riding high in a cloudless sky, lit the scene, etching gleaming black shadows across the silver snow sheet.
With a faint growl a massive shape reminiscent of an Aztec pyramid dropped out of the sky. Stopping a few feet off the ground the shape floated toward the first of the freight cars. As it approached lines of deeper black appeared on the side as a massive hatch swung out and aside. In the dimly blue-lit interior a figure stood speaking into a microphone. The ship came to a rest, the edge of the hull a bare two feet clear of the railcar.
On the ground a figure in the shadow of the end car watched with awe as the huge shape maneuvered to land with effortless silence. Now he trotted into calling distance, “Hey up there, I’m Sergeant Reynolds. Anyone up there hear me?” his voice was a bit plaintive.
“Hey Sergeant Reynolds, I’m Charlie, deck crew. You got the key for these lock boxes?” Came a cheerful voice from above.
“Yeah! You coulda parked a bit further away, I’m gointa hava bit of a squeeze getting’ to the locks.” The sergeant grunted a bit theatrically as walked carefully along the snow-covered sleepers, keeping his head down so he didn’t bash it against the rather sharp looking edge of the hull.
The friendly voice chuckled, “Sorry about that, the boss’s a bit of a perfectionist, wanted to get close enough to keep the ramp from bouncing too much.”
The sergeant felt comfortable with the voice, it seemed a reasonable sort. He fumbled with the cold metal of the first lock, and then disarmed the alarms before unlocking the second lock. Only then did he use his key on the very obvious padlock on the door latching mechanism. He rotated the latch on one door and then the other, he then hit the switch which motored the doors open. He looked around, “Lucky your cargo decks about right for this.”
A chuckle, “Ain’t nothin lucky about it, she was designed for doin this, guys who designed her thought of a lot of things like that.”
The Sergeant moved back towards the next freight car and turned to watch. He heard the clanks and clatters and whine of an electric vehicle. A tongue of metal extended from the ship to the freight car. A very prosaic looking forklift went over the ramp and a half minute later backed out with a freight skid piled high with four oblong objects. As the first forklift vanished back into the ship a second appeared.
In twenty minutes the first freight car was empty; the moonship lifted off and drifted down to the next freight car where the whole procedure was repeated. An hour and fifteen minutes after the landing the last of the deadly oblongs had been transferred. The ship lifted to settle twenty feet clear of the last freight car; Sergeant Reynolds trudged over to the ship and found that a set of steps had been extended for his use.
At the edge of the freight deck he stopped to stare. The inside was nothing like he had imagined, no polished metal and crystal, colored lights and immaculate white. Instead, he found himself on a buckled, dinged and worn decking of industrial pierced metal planking, currently covered with four-packs of small diameter guided bombs, various odd-looking racks and two forklift trucks. At the four corners of the pyramid were what looked like massive structural beams with caged stepladders running up two of them. A third had what looked like some kind of conveyor running up inside the cage. Overhead, between enigmatic mechanical structures and big industrial light fittings, he could see another floor of the pierced planking and through that he could see what must be the ship’s cabins.
“Welcome aboard the Alexis Aurora, Sergeant Reynolds,” The voice was female and faintly familiar, not the older man he’d chatted to during the offloading.
The sergeant turned to find the voice attached to slim younger woman in prosaic jeans and a heavy canvas jacket, behind her was a grinning older man in jeans and a heavy blue workingman’s jacket.
Then Reynolds did a double take, “Uh, Captain Chisholm?” He’d thought she’d look a lot nicer in a gingham dress and bonnet rather than Air Force blues, she looked OK like this as well.
She smiled, “Just Julia right now sergeant. She extended her hand to shake his, she hooked her thumb over her shoulder, “This is Charlie.”
The workman pulled off a heavy leather glove and extended his hand, “Good to meet ya Sarge. The Captain’s the deck boss, Me, Stevie, Reggie and Sue are your crew for the day.” Charlie hooked his thumb over his shoulder at the people still at work among the piles of ordinance.
The Captain pointed at the racks, “Those are what we’ll be loading up.”
Reynolds could see they were newly fabricated and the right dimensions for the bombs, they even vaguely looked like the sketch Major Larkin had e-mailed him.
Captain Chisholm nodded, “We need to load the racks, checking the presets on the weapons as we load, if I remember correctly?”



The sergeant nodded, “Yes ma’am, they’re all pre-programmed, but we need to check.”
Charlie sniffed, “Hope that don’t take long, a hell of a lot of em to do!?”
Reynolds pointed at a freight skid with boxes instead of bombs, “The bombs use a secure version of the old Wi-Fi protocol for targeting upload, that way we don’t have to worry about the wiring in bomb-bays so much.”
“Sounds a bit risky to me, but then I still like my telephones to have cords.” Charlie grinned depreciatingly, “Not that I get my way most days any longer.” He turned, “Show us how to handle these toys safely and we’ll get this show on the road.”
Reynolds followed, he found the deck crew made up of people at least five years older than he was, and at least as interested in staying alive. They were also as sharp a collection of deck hands as he’d ever met. Five minutes into the job he knew that the captain had given them a good pre-brief, twenty minutes into it he knew they’d be done in time, he was simply checking them to make sure no one got sloppy.
In another two hours the four racks had been moved so they took up the full width of the cargo hatch, each rack filled with eighty-eight, two-hundred-fifty pound bombs. Forty four tons, a load bigger than any carried by a strategic bomber. Sergeant Reynolds and Captain Chisholm ran through the weapon’s status in one.
He came to the end of the rack, checked a couple of serial numbers and nodded. He looked up, “Well, that’s it Captain, Charlie, all primed, if the civvies’ authorities ever found out we transported the better part of fifty tons of live munitions along the route we took a whole bunch of people are going to be needing a presidential pardon.” He grinned wickedly, “I hear you and the others are taking a ride home with me and the boys and girls freezing their fannies off in the hills? Where are the pilot types we need to instruct in the proper care and feeding?”
The captain smiled slightly, “You’ll take Stevie, Sue and Reggie; Charlie and I are going to be taking a trip to the sunny South Pacific, thanks again for the help Sergeant.” Before he could close his mouth she shook his hand, turned and strode to the odd conveyer contraption. When she had a foot on one rung and a hand on another it started up and swept her up and out of sight.
The older man’s eyes crinkled kindly as he extended his hand, “Thanks for the help Sarge, hope we put these little presents to good use, ruining some punk tyrant’s plans.”
The sergeant extended his hand and found it crushed by the other mans callused grip. Charlie’s goodbyes to the others were almost as quick, though the bonds were obviously strong and they obviously didn’t expect to see Charlie again.
As Reynolds stepped off the ship he realized he never had seen the pilot of the ship. He stood there with the three castaways and watched as the big black ship fell up into the sky and vanished. He found he had a very big lump in his throat.
-Later-
Paul still found the warm touch of someone else lying with him unreal, a mix of comforting, exciting and frightening. Julia was lying tight against him, necessary in the narrow bunk, they were both dressed, still in the cuddling and kissing stage of their romance, earlier they had come close to going further, then they had gone to sleep in each other’s arms.
They were at Luna Gravity again, the Alexis looping up, far above the South Pole with Charlie in the cockpit watching over things, probably dozing if he had any sense.
Julia’s breathing was even and just noisy enough to tell him she was asleep. Her head was pillowed on his shoulder and his arm lay along her back, his fingers could feel the bumps of her spine through her tee shirt. He could feel the pressure of her breasts against his chest and the strength of her jean clad legs entangled with his. In the dark his sense of touch drew a picture of her that was more intimate than any his eyes had ever perceived.
But the warmth and companionship frightened him. In less than two hours now the die would be cast, if it hadn’t been days, weeks, even years ago. In a hundred and some minutes they would have no way back because people, people he knew, would have gone from at risk, to in harm’s way and some weapons would already be in the air.
Julia’s presence made his heart ache, he wanted, needed her near, but ancient instinct and recent memories screamed that he was a fool to risk her, but equally he knew he could not stop her, not and keep her love. But he could not get rid of the images of the ripped and crushed bodies of the children, women and men pulled from the ruins of far side. The effects of exposure to vacuum had accentuated the obscenity of violent death.
Tears trickled down his cheeks; he was an engineer, not a warrior, not even a politician. Though he knew he was, or could be a leader and this is what leaders had had to do, choose the least bad option. He wished there were some other option.
If it survived, the tiny Luna Republic proto state would be an actor, maybe a pawn, possibly a real player in the coming war. The question was how to make sure they survived. Emotions roiled and burned as his mind sorted through what he knew and what he could guess at, intentions formed and reformed, plans unfolded and firmed.
It was a surprise when he felt movement, Julia’s lips touched his cheek, she silently kissed the tears and their tracks away, and then moved around to his lips.
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Kick-In
Howard Conrad stood on the balcony of his chalet and looked out to sea. The moon was low on the horizon, so it wasn’t washing out the world with its silver light yet. The lights of the port and the two freighters at the dock were bright enough to wash out some of the details but it still felt like he could see out into infinity. Looking up he felt like he could see a billion stars.
There was a distant double crack of a sonic boom, he strained his ears, but couldn’t hear anything else. One of the space fighters on the way up or down from near earth space. They’d shifted to smaller patrols and single ship replacement flights. In two battles they had lost six fighters, more than a third of their force, so they were risking the remainder in smaller packets, which in itself was a risk.
They were talking about stripping the Stacks out of the damaged MoonDream and using them to build more fighters, but progress was painfully slow on that. The ex-Aristide Industries engineers and technicians were at best resentful, at worst rebellious and treacherous. There were talented native engineers on Palalo Sadong but the population was too small for there to be many. And they were mostly electrical or civil engineers, all the second tier were manufacturing types, there wasn’t one aerospace engineer on the whole island.
So now there was talk of bringing in Chinese engineers and training them on the Stack technology. They had more than enough talented engineers to do the job, though there was a question if they had time now, even with a nearly infinite pool of talent. Giving their secret to the Chinese scared Conrad and though Mindow would never admit it, it had to have him worried or he would have already done it.
“General Conrad.” A feminine voice from the shadows.
Howard turned, “Yes Anita?”
“Major Maguire has stopped by; he asks if you are available?”
He nodded, “Send him out Anita.”
A bow, “Yes General.” She turned with a swish of her sari.
A few moments later the dim light coming from the sitting room was occluded by a broad shadow, “General Conrad?”
“Yes major?”
“You said you wanted to be told when the special packages were installed in the platforms. All ten of the specials are ready. The bombardment units will be ready for flight tomorrow. The four guided missile units are already on their way to orbit.”
Conrad didn’t feel particularly relieved, but what could he say, “Good Major, good work.”
“Thank you sir, but as you know, it was Halberg who has been pushing the armorers and technicians to complete the work.”
The general shrugged into the dark, “I know Terry, but I am damned if I am going to congratulate the arrogant, treacherous, murderous shit for creating the toys he so desperately wants to play with.” He found himself shaking with rage at the very thought of Halberg, somehow that shocked him profoundly. He turned away from Maguire and grasped the railing savagely.
Maguire was silent, astonishingly undemanding; Conrad realized that he couldn’t leave what he had said alone, “Halberg’s become one of the Admiral General’s pets Terry. He and Foster are hardly bothering to tell me what they are doing, and the Admiral General does not go through the chain of command to get them to do things. Essentially I have lost control of a large fraction of the Space Force, and I am very afraid of what the three of them will do.”
“Agreed General…you probably realize that the Admiral General has been in contact with me and Micah and Giselle?”
Conrad snorted, “They told me, thank you for telling me.”
“This situation is getting out of hand General; our space control forces are nearly evenly matched. We have a massive advantage in space based strike forces but that’s only useful over the long term. Also, if the US were to decide to simply accept the damage we could mete out they could crush us, without using nuclear weapons. We need guile and intelligence to win, and that means we need unity of command.”
“The Admiral General has plenty of guile and intelligence Terry.”
“Perhaps as a political animal and terrorist, but he is playing on the world stage. If he held all the cards he could perhaps carry on like he is, but given our precarious position we cannot afford to make any missteps, cannot afford to let world opinion turn from largely neutral or even slightly supportive, to negative, or even worse, condemnatory. It won’t take people long to realize we are not all seeing, all powerful. Especially now Luna Haven has made common cause with the US.”
Conrad barked a laugh, “President Richards…damn it to hell, why didn’t that cross my mind? The man has become my Nemesis Major…he dogs me and seems to be there tripping us up at every turn.”
A growl, “Perhaps, he was always more than just a brilliant engineer, but he had a lot of help and not all of it from those on his side.”
Conrad chuckled grimly, nodding, “Mindow is too cocky, I was too blind, I still do not understand Olarik’s change of sides, and his ability to bring the garrison to heel. And not just that, I don’t see him risking his forces in an ambush like he did. And the US would never have trusted him. . An Olarik run Luna Haven wouldn’t have been the problem a Richards dominated one is. To be honest, I believe that the nuclear option may be the only one to deal with him, he is poison of a kind we cannot allow to spread.”
Maguire turned, “You really hate Richards that much?”
“No… I rather like and admire him. Still, he is in our way and I am afraid of what he might do, success and failure ride on a thin edge at the moment.”
Silence stretched, Maguire finally broke it, “There is a rumor that you plan on having the Revenge’s Stacks removed for installation in a new class of space fighters?”
“Sorry about your command Terry, but it’s been suggested, I think in the end it would be best. I was going to discuss it with you in morning.”
Maguire shrugged, “Not a problem, I’m just afraid it is too late, and that it will force us to realize that we are not technically self-sufficient. I knew we weren’t but I hadn’t realized how profoundly crippled we are, out here in the middle of the wastelands of the Pacific.
Conrad grunted, “Yes we are.” Silence stretched, Conrad glanced at his watch, “It’s getting late Major, would you like a nightcap?”
“Delighted, General.”
The two men turned and went indoors.
-o-
Some hours later came a knock and the soft call, “General?”
Conrad glanced up from his snifter of brandy, “Yes Anita?” she stood silhouetted in the doorway.
“Colonel d’Augustine on the comm sir.”
“Send it through.” He glanced at Maguire who was still contemplating his next move in the game of chess they were playing.
“Should I go sir?’
“No, you might need to hear anyway.”
He tapped the button that lit up, “Yes Giselle?”
A panel on the wall that had been a photograph of an aircraft an instant before showed the colonel’s ugly face, “Do not know what it means but Olarik’s space craft have left Luna. At least I believe they have.” She corrected herself, “Indications are they may all have left some time ago though Olarik is making every effort to hide that fact.”
Conrad glanced at Maguire who was sitting upright listening intently, the general looked back at the screen, “Have your spy eyes, or our friend’s, seen anything interesting on Earth, in Europe or the US? Anything new on the US connection, anything to report from our friends there?”
D’Augustine shook her head, “That one report of a munitions shipment moving to the Alaskan Air Base appears to have been false. I still have the base and the munitions depot under watch. Nothing at the depot and it would appear that they are holding some kind of arctic search and rescue maneuvers at the air base. Something to do with that may have triggered a false report, I don’t know.”
She grimaced then shrugged, looking if anything, more gloomy, “My intelligence sources tell me that there is a groundswell of resistance to the administration doing anything rash, but then those sources are highly focused on economic, industrial and business policy and issues, and most of the commercial world wants this all to blow over and go away so they can go back to making money.”
The general lifted his brandy and sniffed, frowning, “Do you think the US and Luna forces could be planning something, could that be why they sortied?”
“Given the level of dissension in the Administration I find it hard to believe they could have decided to do anything - though the President has been very quiet. As far as the US military, I don’t know, their surge, lightning strike capability, has expanded over the last decade. Three of the Ohio class missile boats rebuilt as cruise missile platforms are at sea, location unknown. The Pacific Fleet is at sea on the edge of striking distance. It’s split into two task forces that have been playing war for some days. As you know I’m keeping a sharp eye on them. They know very well that any surviving strike fighters would return to find their fleet sunk.”
“Any other significant forces in the area?”
“The two LHA’s and their escorts sailed from Sunatra City, last night with their escorts, but they are a negligible force. They were as much hostage as threat, I was surprised the US Navy hasn’t pulled them away before.”
Conrad frowned, “But that does present a fairly significant force of marine assault craft within striking distance of us. Their high-speed landing craft could reach Mindow City from Sunatra City’s port. And the tiltrotors could easily reach New Port.”
A polite sneer, “The air and sea defenses of New Port are impregnable to any such force and Mindow City is well enough protected to present a problem unless they commit all available forces. They could take Mindow City but we would counterattack from here and the Bombardment Platforms would obliterate the LHA’s.”
The general nodded as the Colonel spoke, “So your main concern is the Luna Haven spacecraft?”
“The Command Platform is still relatively exposed sir. With the high guard fighters, the laser, and auto cannon it is certainly not an easy target, but if they made a maximal effort they could destroy it.”
Conrad shrugged, “You know my opinion Colonel; it is not key to our forces or plans and it absorbs resources that are quite valuable. We could simply abandon it, strip out the weapons and propulsion systems and leave it in cold storage until our strategic situation has improved.”
Maguire was interested to see that Giselle d’Augustine’s outraged expression was even uglier than her other expressions, “General you cannot be serious. Without the command platform we would have a great deal more trouble controlling the reconnaissance and bombardment platforms.”
The General was unmoved, “But you could still operate both, granted it would be more laborious and time consuming, but you have a staff for that. All the platforms pass nearby every orbit or so to dump data and receive orders but at worst that means a lag of an hour or so for long range strikes, hardly critical.”
The colonel seemed at a loss, “General…I feel you are underestimating the importance of the command platform. Though, I suppose it is safe enough, if Olarik attacks it he will pay dearly and may resolve many of our problems for us. It is likely that the Alexis and the fighters are on Earth picking up supplies or even transferring refugees, there is a rumor that some of the citizens of the so called Luna Republic have decided it is safer to return to their home planet.”
Conrad nodded, “Good, let me know if any more information comes through, wake me if necessary.”
D’Augustine nodded, “Understood sir, good night.”
“Good night colonel.” Conrad tapped the comm button and the screen flicked back to the picture of an old aircraft.
“The natives are restless general.” Maguire said with a light laugh.
Pale eyes in a serious face focused on him, “Perhaps. I don’t like the situation. We have no tactical depth to absorb a defeat. I also think Colonels d’Augustine and Foster are overly enamored with the bombardment platforms.”
“In combination with the lasers on the fighters and the Implacable they are a formidable weapon system.” Maguire almost slipped and called the ship the MoonBeam instead of Implacable, the name given her by the Admiral General.
“But we have no reserves Major, except in bombardment platforms. No new forces working up. No new ships, fighters or platforms and no new Stacks being produced. The best we can do is cannibalize what we have for the moment. And this situation could last for months to come. Strip us of the bombardment platforms and there will be a US Marine General in Mindow City dictating terms a few hours later.”
-US Pacific Fleet Task Force Ronald Reagan, Mid Pacific-
It was well after dark but deep in the Raygun’s guts the Flag Watch Room’s virtual reality wall clearly showed the CA-200 Courier coming to an abrupt halt on the Ronald Reagan’s arrestor wire.
“What do you think he wants?” Admiral Clancy Foote muttered to his flag captain Randolph Welch.
“Has to be the mess with PS and the Lunies.” The captain replied, the Luna Republic’s slang name had caught on in less than a day. “I’ll go greet the admiral.
The Admiral grunted in agreement, probably to both statements.
Fifteen minutes later the door to the Watch Room opened, the two flight suited officers who entered looked a little disheveled, the four CA-200’s were designed to carry up to four passengers or equivalent cargos over Pacific ranges at supersonic speeds, comfort had never been one of its design goals and everyone who flew in one agreed the designers had succeeded in avoiding making it comfortable.
“Admiral, a surprise visit, what’s up?” Admiral Foote grumped at his superior as Davies came through the door after Captain Welch, the senior admiral was followed by a slightly built captain Clancy Foote had never seen before.
“Hello Clancy, long time no see.”
“And I was expecting it to be even longer, what brings you out here Griff?” The two were old friends, and competitors.
“Just passing through but I have some eyes only orders, that you and Captain Welch need to read, and act on. And we don’t have a lot of time.” He waved at the captain, “Captain Welch, Admiral Foote, this is Captain Jenkins. I just kidnapped him and brought him along as an advisor, Derry, let the gentlemen have their packages.”
The three men exchanged greetings as Derry handed out the paper copies with their attached data chips which both sea officers immediately uploaded to their tablet computers. Both men halted at almost the same moment and looked up at Davies, who smiled his Buda smile and waved them back to the orders.
“Shit, are you guys crazy Griff?” Foote rubbed his eyes.
Davies shrugged, “Possibly but I’m also a very worried man Clancy. Very worried that the civvies are going to let this Admiral General get his feet on the ground if we don’t act....”
“Admiral Foote.” Interrupted a light female voice, “You have an incoming message via satellite link., the message is single use, max encrypt to your key.”
“Decrypt at my command.” The Admiral pressed his thumb onto a flat panel embedded in his desk.
“Message Start, this is a Presidential war alert stop, code follows stop, do what Davies tells you, end of message.”
Welch went to a wall comm panel, “This is Welch, where did that message come from? I thought our satellites were all down and the civs weren’t giving us encrypted bandwidth?”
“This is Atkins sir, on passive track, the message came from an unlisted satellite, the code is registered in the system. I cannot spot it with passives and we’re at EMCON one so I can’t try and ping it with a radar.”
“What the hell?” Welch glared at Davies.
“One of the Luna Republic’s ships. Your orders are there in black and white gentlemen. Your battle exercise continues tonight...except it is going to up tempo, the weapons are going to be real and the ‘exercise’ is anything but. This is a combined ops and will end with us blasting that SAM trap called New Port to rubble and landing marines to rescue the US citizens that asshole kidnapped. I intend to be with those Marines, so we must be on our way. Have fun, don’t bother to escort us out Randy, you and Clancy have a lot of work to do. Cheers.” And he was gone.
-Luna Hopper-
The Luna Hopper was an unrecognizable lump under layers of radar adsorbing and other materials. Six tetrahedrons, triangular pyramids, made from the same radar and light adsorbent materials made the flat face effectively invisible to active sensors. Each pyramid was a separate infantry delivery vehicle with six Luna Marines, lead by Sunil Sukala. Patsy hoped the Sadongese guerilla leader was as good as Olarik thought.
She fought the gees as the Hopper swerved to avoid some low earth orbit crud. Below them the Pacific was as black as space with constellations of island villages and ships. They had powered down from high orbit in the edge of the Earth’s shadow, as far from Palalo Sadong and the Command Platform as possible, now they were arcing low over Earth’s atmosphere, killing orbital velocity and transitioning to pure powered flight.
On the navigation screen the last of their orbital velocity sloughed away and she started up, they were going straight up at the command platform. In less than an hour they would either be a long way to victory or a lot of people would be dead and many more doomed.
She wondered what it was like up in the tiny tent like structures, crammed into couches being thrown around in the dark.
-Luna Marine Strike Force Alpha-
Even with the Gee Suit inflated Sunil found breathing under sustained two, almost three gees difficult. The tiny display mounted on a simple post next to his knee showed they were now on the final climb.
Straining against the pressure he wondered how a boy from a simple highland farming and fishing village found himself soaring high above his birthplace to attack his people’s enemies. There was something mythic about it, with elements of farce, only time and chance would resolve how those elements would interweave with death and tragedy to result in martial glory, tragedy or dark comedy.
Fortunately he didn’t feel the need to worry about getting to the scene of that resolution. He trusted Patsy to deliver his force to the designated point at the designated time. What worried him was his own ability to maneuver and fight his troops in zero-g.
Olarik had approached him the day of the Turnover about the Luna Marines. The Kazakh had admitted that he had no infantry combat officers, the ex mercenary forces on the moon were mostly techs with only ten combat types. The sixteen surviving guerillas with Sunil were a big boost. They also had ten volunteers from the civilian population, all with some military background which had been a godsend. The guerillas, though all young, were also relatively well educated, even tiny Sathwathet, ‘his’ corporal’s younger sister had brought her grammar school certificate with her to the jungle.
They had started training in the Alexis the day after Olarik had made his request. They’d spent time weightless and under heavy gees every day since. At first in the hold of the Alexis, later in the dark of open space, people had gone spinning off in all directions, at first, and three had turned out to have no tolerance for weightlessness at all. For the rest, practice had solved most of the problems; the semi-autonomous maneuvering packs solved the rest. They self stabilized and took you where you pointed the designator. He hoped few people would need the assistance, if they wandered into the line of sight of an active weapon director, they would be dead.
As they exercised he’d learnt how to keep his bearings and mostly keep track of his teams. He’d eventually figured out how to get them into position to fire their weapons and ‘suppress’ their ‘target.’ One time everything had gone right and the umpires had declared he’d been able to force entry into the command platform. But that had all been in practice and success had come at a grim price, more than half the attacking force had been ruled killed.
Corporal Faswethet stretched, attracting Sunil’s attention, “Soon captain?”
He was amazed to see that time had fled, “Ten minutes Corporal…five till the gees drop.”
She sighed, “Good, I had wondered if I had woken too soon.” She stretched again.
He’d wondered a bit at how still she had been but the fact that she had been asleep floored him. How could she be that calm? He shook his head, “Schmitz, Garibaldi, Rostokov, Muhammad, Sathwathet, you all awake?”
Clicks followed by various versions of ‘yes sir’ followed.
Sunil stretched carefully, the landing pods were essentially fabric over frames, shaking the light structure could distort the flat surfaces enough to send a signal back to any radar shining its beam this way. It was at close range that the prismatic shape of the structure was most important, reflecting radar energy away from the receiver rather than back to it.
The acceleration fell away, Patsy’s cheerful voice came over his earphones, “Sunil the CP’s still in position. One minute till release, Good Luck and Good Hunting, Hopper out.”
Sunil tapped his comm, “OK folks, one minutes till we are weightless, two till the retros fire and we impact the enemy’s shield.” Hopefully without tearing through or bouncing off. “Everyone make sure you’re fastened down and you have backup quick snaps available, I don’t want anyone floating off. All pod leads, when you get the two-second to impact tone blow your stealth shroud, anchor teams have your backup anchors ready. Snipers get clear and in a position with your sniping rifles. Support teams, when your platform is anchored open the belly port and cut a hole in the shield, if that doesn’t work get clear and set up as soon as possible. You all know the plan, follow it and we should be golden.”
With no other warning they were weightless, a jerk then another nothing. They had a final minute. A minute that seemed to last forever, then the rocket pack fired. Sunil felt as if he was going to pass out, acceleration was more than five gee’s for a few seconds and the pod bucked and swayed in a seemingly uncontrolled and uncoordinated way. He had no control, all they could do was hang on and pray. The display unit he’d been monitoring glowed a semi comforting green.
A bleep in his ear and his finger tightened on the discard trigger, the crack of the explosive bolts blowing the panels were only signaled by painful shocks through the floor. The six pyramids, as black as the surrounding space, shed their sides in the same instant, filling local space with two dozen identical sized and shaped targets.
The pods fell base first into the five hundred foot diameter disk of radar absorbent cloth stretched across a framework of lightweight graphite rods built something like an immensely complex umbrella. All six impacted the disk within less than a second of each other, spread out across most of its face. The thin composite skeleton bent to absorb the impact; some joints gave way but most simply flexed and held.
One platform near the periphery tore through the cloth and its skeletal backing, spinning into the space between the shield and the platform. One of the secondary anchors caught, the other didn’t. The disk twisted around the anchor hurling bodies into space with a savage jerk, before that last anchor gave way. Three of the passengers somehow leapt for the shield and made it. One leapt at the wrong instant and was hurled away from the shield and the command platform. It took only a few seconds for the defensive laser to find a new target and fire, the flailing trooper died in a grisly splash of superheated flesh and plastic. The spinning floor panel with two disoriented and terrified troopers still strapped to it continued to spin slowly towards the command platform.
Sunil’s platform came to a stop after a sickening lurch, he found himself floating towards the edge of his little landing craft. He saw Sathwathet and the Corporal heading towards a nearby tear in the shield where a side panel had punched part way through before becoming lodged in the underlying skeleton.
A few meters away he saw a flash of fire and a spume of smoke as a rocket launcher team on another platform got off a round.
“Captain?” The Sergeant’s voice was calm.
“Good to hear from you Sarge, how are you doing?”
“Not the best zur, my lander punched through the edge of the shield. We lost our sniper to the laser and my rocket team is still strapped onto the floor panel, now its blockin part of the line of sight between us and the platform.”
“Get your assault team ready then, we should have the defensive system suppressed soon.” He realized that he almost believed himself.
“Aye zur.”
Nearby one of the other floor panels suddenly erupted, jerking and flailing as explosives ripped into it from beneath. A round detonated under the rocket launcher team, sending fragments of the two spinning into the depths of space.
Not far away another panel lit up, it took Sunil a second to realize the graphite composite of the panel was fluorescing under the impact of the command platforms laser. Apparently one of the rocket launchers crew realized the same thing, twisting and leaping to get clear. At almost the same instant the laser found the firing port, the launcher and spare rockets vanished in a blinding flash.
Sunil felt something hit him sharply in the chest and his arm snapped backwards without his volition. He’d been about to snap a safety line onto a new purchase, found himself arcing through space on the end of the other line. He hit the surface of the shield still struggling to see if he had been wounded. Apparently not, the outer armorcloth coveralls had protected him though his arm was aching.
A yell, “The laser’s director just blew up!” Sunil was fairly sure the voice was Sathwathet’s. He turned to look that way. Realized he couldn’t really tell where she was in relation to him. He did see a sniper nearby, firing through the tear next to one of the discarded side panels, he wasn’t sure if it was Sathwathet or not. The panel flailed as explosive shells started to shred it, one of the rounds impacted next to the sniper. Sunil wanted to whimper as the headless and armless body arced up and over on the end of its now pointless safety line.
Trying to keep from breaking down Sunil focused on the assault teams. He saw one, two, three, four, five of them, one short but that was to be expected. “Assault team one, what’s your status?”
“Attached to the wire, ready to go on the order Captain.” Came Faswethet’s voice, phlegmatic as ever.
A voice interrupted, “This is rocket team five, we got the auto cannon. Looks like the two fighters got away, I think we are clear.”
Sergeant Thompson spoke, “Assault teams lead here. I agree Captain.”
Sunil didn’t hesitate, “Teams one through three go.”
Fire flashed around the team he was watching as the detcord cut a hole through the shield then they were gone as the rocket pack attached to the guy wire pulled them through the hole and ‘up’ towards the command platform.
Sunil finally found a location where he could look through the shield and still be able to look out on this side as well. “Rocket teams call out.”
“Team five,” one, “Team four,” two, “Team two.” No more, his stomach clenched, Rostokov and Schmitz were gone then. That made him even more reluctant to make the next call, “Snipers roll call.”
“Sniper six,” one, “Sniper three,” two, “Sniper two” and then, almost shockingly, a familiar light voice, “Sniper one.”
He wanted to sob his relief, but swallowed his emotions, “Rocket teams five and two get turned around to cover our rear, sniper six and two same thing. Other teams and snipers keep our assault team covered.”
“Captain, this is medic Sams sir.”
“What is it Sams?”
“I have five wounded on flat five sir, could you have rocket launcher team five move away, they could attract fire onto the wounded.” The man’s voice had a rather offended tone.
“Sams, why did you set up on a flat with an active rocket team?”
“Uh…wasn’t thinking about it sir…”
“Well, we’ll just have to hope the worst is over won’t we, keep working and keep your head down.”
“Uh…yes sir.”
“Fighter, twelve o’clock high.” Sang out a voice that turned into a scream as a laser found a target, Sunil saw a rocket team crewman’s upper body explode.
A rocket flashed upward. Someone in one of the backup assault teams had fired a shoulder-launched rocket at the silver minnow that had appeared overhead.
What the silver minnow didn’t know was that it had more than them to worry about. As it twisted there was a flash of intense blue light and the tee tail blew off and spun away from the hull to cheers and jeers. “Keep your head’s it’s not dead yet,” Sunil yelped. The tail was just a vestige up here, it meant nothing. The fighter lurched forward as its pilot realized the danger, then the fighter shuddered again, there was a gout of fire and smoke just behind the cockpit and the hull split in two, each part pirouetting in a different direction.
Sunil spun back to the more important fight as he heard Faswethet’s voice, “Assault one. We are on the platform but we can’t get forward to get the explosives placed. Assault two is gone, the other fighter killed them.” Another voice, a less familiar accented voice, “Assault three, we have lost two people to a fighter. It’s off the Platforms nose, pops out to fire and then gets back into cover.”
Sunil yelled, “Team four, sniper one, get to the edge of the shield, see if you can get that fighter under fire. Backup see if you can get team five’s rocket launcher out to the other edge of the shield, get that fighter under a cross fire.”
A series of aye sir’s followed by figures bounding across their odd black field of battle.
“Sir!” it was Faswethet, her voice raised in fear.
“Take that you Bastard, shoot at my sister will you?” snarled Sathwathet’s normally gentle voice.
That was followed a second later by, “Holy ones, Sathy! Good shooting!”
“What’s happening Faswethet?” yelled Sunil, he couldn’t see anything through his slit in the shield material. Then he saw a flash of metal, a minnow twisting and receding then hidden again.
A remarkably girlish giggle preceded her words, “Sorry sir, thought my days were done, the fighter was right on top of us, must have seen us take cover. Sathwathet shot out its laser director; I was looking right down the muzzle of the devilish thing when she did it.”
“Good, how’s your team?”
“All accounted for.”
Sunil glanced around, “Sergeant, get the backup assault teams up there.”
He heard the sergeant’s voice barking. He saw figures moving up the side of the platform as the other teams fell up along the wires. No more sign of the defending fighter.
“Captain! This is team four.” Sunil glanced that way and saw the fading smoke of a rocket launch.
“Yes team four?”
“We see the fighter sir, I took a shot but it’s at extreme range and it’s falling away fast, I think it’s retreating. I think Sath pulled its teeth.”
“Thanks te…”
“Captain!” Corporal Faswethet’s voice.
“Yes?”
“Charges are placed. The remainder of team three is with me now.”
“Detonate now!” He yelled.
“Detonating.”
Sunil saw the burst of dust fountain from around the edge of the cylinder. He swore, hoping that Faswethet was alive. If the crew inside had dumped the air and gotten prepared this could get bloody. Should he have waited for the backups? The seconds passed. He saw the backup teams flowing up the side of the platform and out of sight.
“Captain.” It was team three’s leader, what was the man’s name? Jones?
“Yes Jones?”
“We’re inside sir. Assault one lead is down, sir but we have taken the platform. The main deck, it’s pretty badly shot up. Most of the crew is dead, but a few of them surrendered.
Sunil’s throat clogged, he forced words past it, “Good, good Jones.”
He flipped channels, “Sergeant, you know the drill.”
The sergeant’s voice came back as calm as ever, “Aye sir, ‘eard Jones zur. I’m inside now, and the interior’s not bad. The Corporal’s going to be OK, looks like she was ‘it in the lower leg, she’s patched and braced. Out of it right now but her team second say’s the telltales are green, zur.”
“Thanks, Sarge.” He drew a deep breath, closed his eyes for a moment, “thanks a lot.”
“You’re welcome, zur. I’ll work on getting a link set up with Luna.”
Sunil rolled over so he could look at the glimmering blackness of Earth. Far below him other friends were going to war. All he could do for them he had done, it was up to them now.
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Battle of New Port
It was very late, Major Terrance Maguire wanted to go to bed but his commander seemed to want his company, so he could hardly make his excuses. The coffee and the brandy were good and now they had switched from chess to gin he didn’t have to think too much.
An alarm hummed and a red light lit up on the comm pad. The General leapt for it so quickly that he left Maguire wondering if it had been half expected. It was Micah, “General, a message from the command platform, they are under attack.”
“Olarik’s fighters?” Conrad asked calmly.
Micah shook his head, his expression worried, a bit confused, “No, it’s some kind of infantry raid. They’ve landed on the stealth shield and are shooting through it. The report’s very confused but there must be a lot of them. No ships at all, no warning at all, they appear to have come up from Earthside, not down from high orbit.”
The General was frozen, his eyes wide in thought, then he looked up, “Get the fighters off; they may be able to kill the raiders from that side. They need to do it quickly; the raiders will be shooting to disable the fighters and the local defenses, probably in preparation for placing demolition charges before they call in pickup.”
Micah nodded, “Will do, I’ll keep you informed.” The screen blanked to the aircraft.
The General was tapping in a code; the screen flicked to a wait symbol, when it opened the Admiral General looked at the screen from an odd angle. Movement in the background and soft giggling indicated what Conrad had interrupted.
But obviously Conrad wasn’t the first to interrupt the Admiral General’s pleasures. Mindow’s face was congested with anger, his eyes slitted, “Your failures, particularly the failure to wipe out Olarik and the rest of that scum infesting my moon base returns to haunt us Conrad.”
“Admiral General, you have reason to be upset but we need to act, I wanted….”
“You want…what you want is immaterial, you’re fired Conrad. I need real soldiers, warriors with fire in their belly, not cold, half-dead bureaucrats, in my service.”
The General froze, then shrugged, “Very well, should I await your designated replacement’s instructions then?”
Joseph Mindow’s face congested, “You will have all our space forces make for space with the nuclear devices and obliterate the Luna rebels once and for all.”
“Admiral General we need to keep our forces near to home, I would guess that this attack may be the begin….”
“Shut up Conrad…I will give Colonel Foster and Major Halberg their orders.” The Admiral General’s arm stabbed down and the picture returned to the peaceful photograph.
The General glanced at Maguire, “Sorry you had to see that.”
“Why sir? I’ve known for some time that he cannot control his temper and doesn’t really understand our military situation. What do you plan on doing?”
Conrad shrugged, pointed at the cards, “Play some more gin, I doubt we’ll have long to wait.”
Maguire smiled faintly, “Delighted sir.”
Conrad and Maguire had played less than one hand before the comm panel chirped urgently again. The General had moved it closer to hand, he tapped a button and glanced up at Micah’s picture, “Yes, Colonel?”
The Israeli looked a little desperate, “I’ve received orders to carry out a raid on Luna Haven sir.”
“From General Foster or the Admiral General I assume. So why are you calling me?”
“Sir, there are cruise missile strikes hitting Mindow City, and it’s possible there’s an airborne assault as well. Long range radar has picked up weak returns to the north, west and south of New Port, I think we have a massive cruise missile strike inbound here as well.”
“So, ask General Foster or the Admiral General what to do, or make up your own mind.”
“Sir...General Foster is frantic over the bombardment platforms, the raiders on the command platform managed to capture it largely intact. Luna Haven has control of more than three quarters of the bombardment platforms.”
“What about the Admiral General?” Conrad sounded only faintly interested.
“I can’t get through; I told you the American’s are bombarding the palace.”
The general shrugged, “Very well. Micah get the Implacable and the fighters up and call in any that have taken off. The US and Luna Colony have apparently joined forces, they have to know New Port is going to be the tough nut to crack, they are going to send a big hammer, all these other attacks are sideshows.”
Micah’s face relaxed, “Yes sir, understood sir.”
Conrad closed the line and glanced at Maguire, “He was a good small unit officer. Goes to show how easy it is to promote people out of their zone.”
He tapped the comm pad. The picture showed the wait symbol for several moments before opening. The sound that came with the picture was a cacophony of thumps, explosions and screams, the scene was one of the Admiral General’s bizarrely lavish bed-sitting rooms. Several figures cowered in the background.
Then the Admiral General spun into view, “Damn it Conrad the bastards are attacking me! I want you to turn the White House, The Capitol Building, the Pentagon and all the damned memorials in DC into smoking holes in the ground, do you hear me? Then I want you to put a nuke into the heart of New York, Chicago and LA. Attack me will they? Bastards, do what I tell you Conrad, then we’ll tell them where to send the reparations for the damage they have done. Do you hear me Conrad?” The question was reasonable, given the rumble and crump of explosions in the background.
Maguire saw the general’s body shake with a silent laugh, but his voice when he answered was almost devoid of emotion, “First we need to protect what we have Mindow, they already control most of the bombardment platforms, our only real strength. Now they are going to try and smash their way in here and take the rest of them away from us, along with the rest of the space force. If we survive this I’ll get back to you on your little exercise in retribution.”
The Admiral General’s eyes almost popped out of his skull, veins swelled on his forehead, but an instant later he was almost calm, “General Conrad, I don’t like your tone or attitude.”
The general shrugged, “OK, we can discuss it sometime, if we both survive. For now surviving and winning this battle are all that is important. I suggest you get down into the deepest cellar of your palace and fort up there; I won’t be able to send help for some time. Still, I don’t know how much you have to worry about in the near term; my guess is that they are making sure you’re pinned there.”
The Admiral General’s eyes bulged again, the comm line snapped off.
“Remind me to never get involved with megalomaniacs again, Terry.” The general’s voice was tired.
Lightning seemed to light up the night outside, a crack followed, then the rumble of an explosion, drowned by the hissing growl of a missile launch. From a distance came the rippling snarl of a machine cannon followed by the boom of an explosion. In a few seconds the first explosion was followed by a string of them and the light from the veranda windows lit up with a hellfire flicker of white, red, orange, yellow.
The house shook and the lights went out, then flicked back on, Maguire found himself crouching half behind a chair. He glanced over and saw the General standing, “Hadn’t we better get under cover General?”
The Englishman glanced at him, “I doubt they’ll hit this building intentionally. They don’t know where the civilians are, particularly where our, somewhat unwilling, tech workforce is being kept.”
He turned and walked towards the door. Maguire forced himself to stand upright and follow the General. He remembered for the first time in some years why it was he had begun his military career.
-Fighter Lead-
The glow of the sun fell behind as Helena’s space fighter fell around Earth its Stack thrusting outward to keep the splinter of aluminum from flying out into deep space. She tapped the comm panel, “This is lead, everyone still green?” her three wingmen called out affirmative.
The timer blinked orange and the fighters all spun and began accelerating at a higher rate, though each in a slightly different direction, killing velocity and beginning to position themselves to provide the Alexis the data she would need to carry out her mission.
Each of the fighters, like the Hopper, was wrapped in dark, radar absorbing cloth, to a point that they looked more like boulders than anything else. But soon they would have to discard some of that protection; they would need to bare their nose antennas to carry out their mission.
In the repeater from the targeting telescope in the fighters belly she saw fire light up the dark arc of land ahead, sparks leaping up, yellow white flares, columns of fire, the leading edge of the first wave. Helena tapped a button, there was a flicker of something and the cloth wrapping the nose of her fighter rippled, split then swirled back, the huge antenna began to suck in the electromagnetic cacophony ahead, behind her a laser comm found its repeater and began feeding information to the Alexis Aurora.
-Alexis Aurora-
Alone in the cockpit Paul jerked a little as the laser comm beeped and a series of pre-programmed event flags popped from orange to green on his screen. The Alexis creaked as he made sure the thrust axis was perpendicular to the deck. He tapped the comm pad, “You have the data feed Julia?”
“We’re green on comm.” Julia’s voice was clipped by tensions, things were not going smoothly..
“I’m a bit behind schedule, you have about five minutes. We going to be ready?”
“Mostly, I hope…” she replied with a bit more animation, “Charlie, how are you doing?”
“Ah, things are looking OK; I’m replacing the drive module.” Charlie’s farm hand accent was almost gone, which worried Paul, any time Charlie let his hick façade slip you knew you were in trouble. “Charlie you said you could have it done two minutes ago.”
“Yeah…well I mighta bin a bit optimistic. Let me work at this for a bit, I’ll get back with you on that.”
“We have the other racks and I’ve run the checks, they reprogram almost as fast as we hoped, we’ll start with the three good racks,” Julia cut her line before he could reply.
Paul glanced at the course plot and shook his head, nothing much he could do. They would have to work with three racks worth if it came down to it, slow the drops so they made sure they had good targets for every weapon.
He glanced at the video feed from the belly camera; the broad Pacific glowed under the light of a full moon, sixty miles below. Almost below the horizon he could see the broad dark smudge that was Palalo Sadong. The triangular valley that contained New Port was lit up with what might have been mistaken for a fireworks show. Mindow city, usually lit up like any other city, was only visible because of the flicker of explosives detonating on the palace.
He saw the repeater from the rack Charlie was working on, still red. The repeater from Julia’s programmer told him the programming was going slow. Number thirty; one minute down, over three hundred to program, they were going to be a little late. He shook his head, maybe they would be fine.
-High Spot Lead-
Helena watched a stern camera shot of the Admiral General’s palace compound. It was lit up continuously by a stream of weapons hitting it mainly from the Marine strike force now steaming towards the island.
Her fighter was hovering at something like sixty miles altitude and twenty miles east of New Port each of the other fighters were at the same altitude strung out in a broad arc so they could triangulate on any weapon launch or radar in the valley.
The tactical plot showed streams of cruise missiles inbound from several directions. There were also shallow flight ballistic weapons inbound, probably carrying concrete penetrating bombs intended to destroy the space force’s revetments.
Alejandro’s voice over the comm was calm, “Laser fire, targeted on the ballistic incoming cruise missiles. Ground and air sources.”
Another voice, Smith, “Radar acquisition captain, missile battery down country. Launch, I have launch indications…more…four vipers in the air, SA-12 class coming up fast.”
Helena spoke quietly, “Who?”
“Us Helena…” a missile died.
Helena glanced at her tactical display, “Alejandro what do we have over New Port; Fighters, MoonBeam or both?”
“Both, three fighters and the ‘Beam, or whatever they’re calling her now. The fighters are still slivered, the other source of laser energy is not showing up and it’s firing harder and faster.”
“High Spot lead this is South,” Knorr, her quiet Norwegian.
Julia tapped the comm, “Knorr?”
“Getting backscatter returns off three fighters, outbound west at mach 1, turning and climbing. I think they may be escorting something stealthy, I keep getting glints.”
Helena glanced at the tactical display, they would be here in five minutes. She looked at another symbol, the Alexis passing over them.
“Comms, anything from the Alexis?”
“No captain, but we did get an update from the high raid. From Captain Sunil, the Command Platform’s in our hands.” Helena’s heart jumped.
“Missiles in the air, multiple contacts,” Knorr called out calmly..
Julia watched two clusters rising, one from New Port the other from the battery that had fired first. The cluster began to thin out rapidly.
Smith spoke quietly, “Targeting laser.”
In Helena’s ear a siren hooted, “Laser hit, from the ground.” The defense processor acted, the floor hammered, a voice spoke softly, “Glitter bombs fired.”
The siren went out, Smith spoke, “Loss of signal, we broke the lock. Not sure for how long. Oh I see, a break in the missile stream on that axis for a few seconds. There are more for it to chew on for now. But this won’t last long.”
Helena checked her telltales, no damage, apparently.
Knorr’s comm blinked, “We’re going to have some trouble, I lost those fighters.”
Helena glanced at the action flags, her jaw clenched, the Alexis was slow and late.
Knorr’s line lit, “Spot Lead, I have reacquired the west bound fighters, they have now reversed course and are accelerating for us. Something odd about the formation, unclear what I’m seeing – wait, there are four stealthy craft with the fighters, have to be bombardment platforms.”
“More Nukes,” Alejandro snarled.
Helena had a sinking feeling, “Knorr, Smith sweep west, Knorr lay your IR camera on the target, they’re low enough to be punching air.”
“Got you…got them… a single platform, two fighters?” There was uncertainty in the Norwegian’s voice.
Smith snarled, “Shit, targets behind and climbing fast, Helena, one of them.....”
There was a brilliant flash from below and behind her. Everything went dark and her fighter began to fall out of the sky. The only sound was the squawk of NED, the nuclear
Helena fought to keep from blacking out, there was some light in her cockpit, and she was alive, the Nuke had detonated early and it had to be a lot smaller than the ones used in space, otherwise they’d have risked blasting New Port.
Behind her there was a thump, her ship gave a savage whip and then settled down, the straps were dragging on her shoulders, and the world had a proper up and down again. She was still a dead bird but stealth sheets had ripped and were now hanging in strips from the wings, providing a drogue chute effect as the atmosphere thickened and the craft spun out of control.
She now could see the lights; most of her systems were off line but showed ready for startup. She began flicking switches, the stacks first, they had already begun to cool down.
-AlexisAurora-
Paul was looking down at the repeater to see how Julia and Charlie was doing when three of the external video feeds lit up, jerking his attention back. The belly view was suddenly dark green, lit by some dim new sun, then green bled to black. His heart thumping Paul gently rolled the ship watching one of the side camera views. The sky was lit as if by a sunset or sunrise to the east, a misshapen bulb of fire expanding and dimming. Another Nuke, but why? It was hardly likely to have been targeted at the spotters. Had they been shooting for Alexis? But there was no indication of anyone targeting the moonship yet.
Rubbing his eyes he tapped one of the secondary work panels, bringing up the threat receiver display. The electronic systems were fine, apparently the Alexis was in some kind of EMP shadow. Radar emitters showed up all around except towards the nuke.
He was trying to decide what to do next when Charlie’s voice interrupted him, “Ahya, Julia I’m going to be a bit late on this, another two minutes.”
Julia spoke, “Paul the first batch of bombs are finished and the rest are cycling, the problem was with two of the programmers, they’re defective, I’ve almost finished racks one, two and four, starting on three now.”
Paul glanced at his course display he was shocked to realize that they were nearly over the target.
“WOWOWO.” He slapped the silence button; radars below had seen him, he was being nailed by guidance pencil beams.
The hull shuddered, “RRRRRRR” Laser warning, as he slapped the silence again, he heard the scream of pumps in the auxiliary systems compartment. High-pressure pumps spraying anti-laser glitter dust from heads mounted in the hull, it should at least help.
“Paul, you OK up there?” Julia sounded a bit winded.
“Yeah…we’re going to be receiving company real soon. We got tagged by a laser, any sign of damage down there?”
“Oh, yeah, blew a hole in decking.” She sounded a bit faint.
“Paul! Julia’s hit!, I’m binding her leg up now. You getting any indications on the cooling system, the hit was close to the coolant tank on that side?”
“Julia?!”
“I’m fine, a nick, fly the ship damn it. Charlie, back to work!”
Swallowing hard, knowing there was nothing he could do he leaned over to look at the secondary status board where he could see some red. He kept his curses to himself, “We should be OK for a while; the tank’s holed so we are going to be bleeding cooling water.” He looked at the timer, “Party time Charlie, I need to open the hatch.”
“Julia’s strapped down, the programming’s going smooth and the data feed’s good. I’m getting back to the drive. Go for one, two and four, I’ll holler when the hatch is clear?” Charlie’s hick accent was completely gone, replaced by the clipped tones the US Navy had drilled into him during a twenty-year career. The Alexis creaked and groaned as Paul rolled her slightly to give them a little less of a signature when the hatch was open, the tell tale on the hatch was green.
“Hatch is open Paul, go for the drop,” Charlie called out.
A camera on the cargo deck showed the black blobs streaming out the hatch, outlined against the moon lit sea far below and some distance north.
-Spot Wing-
Captain SS Smith, called Smith by one and all swore as his face plate went black, and the NED began its irritating alarm. When his faceplate grayed the bulb of hellfire was fading, and all he could think was that it had been a real baby, a kiloton or so, a real old fashioned anti missile warhead in all likelihood.
“Helena.” No reply. “All Spot, this is Smith, anyone got Helena on comm?”
He got a series of angry negatives in reply. He looked at his tac screen, “It blew well short, she may have been close enough to have the fighters systems knocked...”
Alejandro spoke up, “Went active, her fighter is in one piece but falling away fast.”
“Thanks Brazil, everyone keep your sensor feeds up, the Alexis is almost in position. That’s job one, we get the Marines on shore and Helena will be there drinking tequila’s waiting for em.”
It was a poor joke, or boast but it got them back on job.
“Knorr, do you see the rest of those fighters that were coming from the east, or those that went west?”
“Everything east is hashed up Spot Wing. I see two fighters climbing to the west of us.”
“This is Patsy in the Hopper, Spot Wing. I’m coming straight down, out of range still but the laser scope has a clear look. East of the fuzz ball, I see three fighters climbing with two bombardment platforms.”
“When are you in range Patsy?”
“Still twenty minutes out Smith.”
“Roger that.
The Alexis was slowing as she fell, she was nearly in position, almost thirty miles above New Port. Apparently she was still invisible to the enemy. The fighters with the modified bombardment platforms were above her now, still climbing to attack Helena and her fighters. They were accelerating, slowly, at those speeds the fighters had to be near their skin temperature limit.
One of the mission flags had gone from orange to green, they were done up here, now to the more traditional fighter job, top cover, “Knorr, Alejandro, let’s get a bit closer to Alexis.” He cut thrust and let his fighter fall as he lined up the stack thrust line with the centerline and got the nose pointed down with puffer thrusters.
-Spot Lead-
Helena had fallen almost fifteen miles before she got her fighter back on line. Luckily for her it appeared that the enemy had decided she was just falling wreckage and gone on to better things. The next issue was getting rid of the rest of the stealth wrapping, and hoping her fighter was still fightable after the abuse.
The explosive cords threaded through the heavy cloth detonated on command and fell behind leaving her little silver dart nose down and accelerating fast. The enemy still ignored her, far too busy trying to kill the latest wave of US launched weapons, this time including a mix of high speed attack drones doing their best to knock out the air defenses.
To the east the sky still was roiled with the thermal and pressure overload of the nuclear detonation. The enemy formation was invisible, but probably still there. She rolled her fighter to point East, she did not have communication, she was pretty sure Smith and the others were fine and Smith would do what was needed, she was in a good spot for a little cover.
She had not reengaged her laser comm but she did flip on the old radio and was shocked when she heard a voice through the crackle of static, “…fucking bitch…I know you’re there. You and that son of a bitch Richards answer me. I want to talk to you before I kill you.” Halberg’s voice was pitched at a near scream.
Helena grunted, she’d always though the playboy was too tightly wound, apparently a mainspring had snapped. She smiled thinly, PS had gotten some nasty toys from their sponsors, this time so had the Luna Republic. Each of her fighters carried two of the latest generation US air launched missiles, weapons designed to kill other fighters but also capable of attacking almost any target that could be located. And even from this altitude they were deadly.
Helena tapped a comm link, “So nice to hear from you Captain Halberg, I am afraid I am not quite sure where Julia and Paul are right now. But I am sure I can be of service.” She ‘pickled her missiles as she spoke.
Ricky was still speaking, “Helena…you bitch, another unserviced target I’ve been looking for a chance at.”
She felt the ejectors fire, flinging two interceptors into the air. A second later, well clear of fighter the rocket motors that in another time and place would have been called high energy explosive charges hurled the slim cylinders up, leaving their mother ship shaking in their wake.
The weapons sliced across the distance; by the fifth second of flight the missiles’ sensor had picked up signals from the point in space it had expected to find a victim. At ten seconds the motors had burnt out, but by that time they were moving at almost ten miles a second. The weapons lined themselves up on their targets with finicky precision; the enemy never realized they were in danger before geometrically straight bars of smoke blotted them out in cataclysmic flashes of vaporizing metal.
One interceptor hit its platform dead on, the impact so energetic and sudden that the nuclear weapon was blown apart without detonating. The second interceptor passed through one corner of the pyramidal structure, missing anything critical, but at the velocities involved a clip was enough to blast two shell panels off the platform and send it spinning, which the weapon’s fuse interpreted as good cause for a salvage detonation.
Halberg’s voice raged up to the last instant, “Goddamned coward bitch, stand and take it…what the hell?” Less than a mile away from ‘his’ nuclear missile, Halberg just had time to see the platforms blown apart, and realize what that might mean. He howled, “NOOOOOO,” and Helena’s radio died with an electronic shriek.
The burst of light as the weapon detonated burnt out the solar screens built into Ricky’s helmet to stop him being blinded by the sun. He screamed as his eyes melted and more agony ripped through him as an alphabet soup of radiation sleeted through his body. His fighter’s electronics died at the same instant he started to die, radar, radio, guidance system, none of which were well enough protected from the electromagnetic pulse. The Stack tripped off as faults showered through its electronics, it was inherently ‘rad hard’ and could have restarted, but it never received the message. The three dead fighters began to tumble as they arced across the top of the atmosphere, breaking apart as they reentered. A few minutes later a shower of wreckage fell in the open ocean, off Palalo Sadong’s western coast, unseen by any human, vanishing forever.
-Spot Wing-
The Alexis’ icon slid into position. She was thirty miles up, almost stopped over New Town, the little symbol turned orange. As his three fighters fell down out of ‘near space’ Smith whispered, “Just a little longer.”
Alejandro’s shout cut in, “SHIT! Missiles! Missile launches, two New Port sites just shot off a fire units worth of birds, straight up…at Alexis.”
Smith reacted instantly, “All Spot, lasers!” he had cut his stack lift as his fingers designated missile after missile for servicing by his laser.
Knorr, yelled, “One down!” One that Smith had designated winked out, then another, and another. Through his armor glass canopy Smith saw the pin pricks of light as the big missiles exploded.
Then there was another much bigger flare of light, from behind him.
-Alexis-
Another camera showed sparks climbing fast, he glanced at his flight instruments, the Alexis was a sitting duck. Some radars would have lost them because they weren’t moving, but to other systems they were easy meat. He punched buttons, dispensers started to eject anti laser smoke, anti-radar chaff and anti-heat seeker flares. Maybe they would shield her, probably not.
“Rack four is dispensing now.” Charlie’s clipped military voice barked.
There was another titanic flash, almost twenty miles above and twenty miles east, but still far too close. There were squawks and horns and beeps all around him.
“Glitch, rack drive glitch in three damnit!” Charlie’s mic was still active.
“Shockwave on the way Charlie, “Keep clear!” Paul yelled as he partially unstrapped so he could reach buttons and switches to reset after the EMP pulse.
Most of the horns were silenced, when he heard a sharp buzz that jerked him around, rack three was running again, dumping bombs over the side.
An instant later the shockwave reached them and the Alexis heaved and shuddered as the blast hit her broadside. More red lights, more horns, a rending crash from somewhere, orange lights on two of the racks, but three was still operational, tossing the last bomb out the hatch.
Paul knew it was too late but at least they had dumped their load. He was almost relieved that it was close to over, pain squeezed his chest, he hated getting Julia killed, and Charlie, but at least he would be with them, would not have to go through life without Julia.
“Paul, we’re clear, done, get us out of here,” Julia’s whisper was more powerful than a scream. His fist hammered the hatch close button; he slammed in lift that pinned him to his seat. The Alexis groaned, almost screamed as he punched her sideways and rolled the hull to present a smooth, unbroken and stealthy shape to the enemy’s sensors.
-o-
The interceptors’ had been designed in an age when nuclear war had been all but expected, there were parts of their design that were all but archaic because they gave the system immunity to EMP. The surviving weapons all but ignored the nuclear burst, their target was still designated. Their boosters had burnt out by the time they reached the Alexis’s altitude but their divert motors still had fuel. The suddenly accelerating Moonship was a difficult target, one interceptor blew up when a divert rocket motor failed. A second missile got confused and missed completely, another passed less than ten feet clear of the ship but it’s laser radar fuse didn’t detect its victim, the missile detonated a tenth of a second too late and hundreds of feet clear.
But the Alexis was a big target, and the interceptors accurate, one sliced into the ‘corner’ of the hull and exploded against one of the massive support struts that connected the freight deck to the cabin and propulsion module. The fifty-pound warhead was packed with half-inch cubes of tungsten carbide. The strut was massive and redundant but the explosive driven cubes chopped it apart and shredded the hull for twenty feet around. The second hit slammed through the base of the hull, and detonated between it and the freight deck, directly under one of the big coolant tanks. The tank and the lower hull took the brunt of the blast; the tank erupted, spraying ice, water and plastic across the freight deck. A huge section of the outer hull blew off, taking two landing jacks with it.
The last missile detonated as it passed over the top of the hull. This fuse saw the target and detonated the warhead so most of its shrapnel was blown into the victim. The Alexis’ propulsion module was hit by a cone of sharp edged cubes that carved through the outer hull and the propulsion module’s pressure hull before ripping into the disaster sleeves inside. By the time some of them made it inside they were no longer the lethal danger they had been. The primary power distribution panel exploded, and one of the control panels was wrecked. Three Stacks ruptured, one started to burn, but the loss of air put the fire out in an instant.
In the command module Paul was shaken like a rag doll as the impacts and explosions thrashed the hull one way then the other. Semiconscious he floated in his straps as the world spun and heaved around him.
The scream of the master alarm caught his attention first, then the fact that he was floating. That couldn’t be right could it?”
He shook his head and moaned, the world spun sharply right then left and dimmed. But some part of him wouldn’t let consciousness slip away. “Focus boy, focus damnit!” he snarled to himself. He opened his eyes, the world was fuzzy, his stomach was lurching, and he felt like his whole body had been dislocated. He squeezed his eyes closed then looked again. The status panel was a sea of red; he ignored most of it, focused on the propulsion system. Reds, a lot of them but more oranges and a whole bunch of green. His fingers danced over his keyboard and the flex panel.
There was terrible moan around him as he sank into his seat. The ship shivered and shook; there was a terrible metallic shriek. But thrust built, the world swung around. The navigation system was still up, he swung the ship around until he was accelerating up again, breaking the fall the Alexis had started. The hull shivered faintly and there was a new note added to the screaming alarms. They were being hit by a laser again.
He looked at the time, grinned, that wouldn’t last long, and then his face froze, unless they had shot all the bombs down. How could he know? It didn’t seem possible. Shaking his head he brought his attention back to his ship, rolling it so the laser couldn’t keep focus on one spot for long. The laser alarm went out; he glanced up, his eye caught on one of the two video screens still live. Flashes, dozens of them, rippling, marching across the moonlit valley far below. Paul yelled in triumph.
The hull lurched and shivered, alarms screamed again. He swore, another laser hit!
Another alarm, missile alert, he focused on the threat receiver. It showed a new icon, airborne and above him, one or more of the space fighters! He looked around, he had stopped the Alexis’s fall, she was starting to climb and gain velocity away from New Town but they were talking the pace of a fast car, no more. He added power, the ship screamed around him, shuddered and lurched. She was in a bad way structurally. He glanced at the propulsion system and cursed. The cooling water temperature was rocketing upwards. He drew a mental picture of the incoming attack and rolled the ship.
As he made ready for their last stand he remembered that he wasn’t alone in this, he swore to himself, as his fingers danced across the controls one punched the intercom, “Julia! Charlie?”
The threat receiver had lost the incoming missile, the sensor on the side he had rolled to face the threat was gone. He counted down in his head. He’d almost forgotten his call to Julia and Charlie, when he heard her weak voice, “Hey Paul. Could you stop swinging us around, and get us out of the soup, we’re beginning to come apart.”
His mind was focused on the threat, “Hold on Julia, incoming again.”
“Oh crud.” Was the tired reply.
There were only four of the air-to-air missiles, at the end of their maneuvering envelope they almost missed. But the target was an easy one, very slow and its ripped hull was a brilliant target to their radar eyes. One missile passed through the hole blown by the impact on the support strut, the fuse defaulted to delayed impact and sliced into the passenger compartment before detonating. The relatively small warhead blew the compartment apart, the steel ball shrapnel sprayed out shredding everything that came in its way. Several penetrated the propulsion module and wrecked two more Stacks. The flight bridge compartment decompressed explosively.
Another missile penetrated the hull to hit a landing jack. The remainder of the stern’s exterior shell blew off, along with the mangled disk of moon scoured aluminum.
The other two missiles detonated outside the hull, flailing the wreckage with shrapnel, ripping and smashing the hull, but doing no real damage.
-o-
Smith swore, as his tactical monitor came alive to show the Alexis falling away and red daggers merging with her green oval. The gasps and groans that sounded through comm link told him the others had the same picture. But there was hope, the moonship was a huge and tough, maybe, just maybe, she, and her crew, would survive.
A screen showing New Port valley, flashes out to sea and over the mountains showed the relentless waves of cruise missiles breaking against the defenses. Or rather exploding in the fortress. “Impacts in the valley…lots of impacts…the Alexis’s bombs made it.” Smith felt a muddle of satisfaction and pain.
Whump, his fighter shivered, “RRRRRRR.” He swore as he rolled the fighter hard and dispenses chaff and smoke, yelling, “Laser…laser hit.”
“I think the MoonBeam’s firing at us.” Knorr yelped back.
Alejandro swore, “Fighter down low launched on Alexis!”
Smith wondered if he actually whimpered as the Alexis staggered and its radar image bloomed as sharp edged debris filled the sky, falling away and spreading. The oval emerged, trailing wreckage like a comet’s tail of gas and dust, the acceleration vector was gone and the freighter started to arc over as the Earth’s gravity pulled her down to destruction.
“Firing missiles now!” Alejandro yelled, “Take that you worthless bastards!”
Smith felt a tight grimace twist his face as he saw two of the fighters that had finished the Alexis off simply evaporate into aluminum chaff. He glanced at the lonely green icon with its comet tail of debris, arcing away. He felt pain and grief but pushed them away for later. Hopefully this had all been worth the loss.
-New Port-
Major Terrance Maguire brushed off his uniform, glancing around. All was calm and antiseptic here. Men and a few women in the dark gray of the Space Force leaned over their workstation screens, speaking into earboom microphones, listening to voices speaking from far away. He shook his head and sucked the graze on the side of his hand as he trotted up the steps to the General’s overlook. He’d hit the dirt just outside as a damaged cruise missile had screamed overhead and exploded in the forest nearby. The command bunker was on one edge of the air base and had received a couple of near misses by stray cruise missiles. It was amazing that they were killing more than ninety percent of the incoming weapons and there were still enough to do damage.
General Conrad was sitting on the edge of a big conference table at the back of the theater like room, his arms wrapped around his torso. He glanced at Maguire, took in the disheveled look with a faintly raised eyebrow. “I felt an explosion, looks like it was fairly close?”
“Wounded duck going into the forest. Lucky, it got tagged by the close in defense system on the hummock to the west. I think it was going for the missile battery at the end of the runway.”
The general’s lips twitched, he shook his head, spoke quietly, “I don’t know what the hell is going on. I thought they must have gotten better intelligence than we thought on the weapons and radar sites. We can’t kill all of the missiles; eight have gotten through so far, not counting the one you saw. But only one of them was close to anything of importance and it detonated a hundred feet short of an armored radar station, the crew hardly noticed.”
The major shrugged, was about to speak when one of the technicians yelled, “Large stealthy target overhead. One hundred and sixty thousand feet, holding, moving west at less than a hundred knots, it has to be the Alexis Aurora.”
Conrad was on his feet, his hands on the rail around the command platform, his face tense, his voice cracked out, “Tell Colonel Tassinara to target the Alexis immediately, launch missiles now!”
The comms tech working the channel to Micah started talking. The missile battery commander looked up, “General we have no good track yet, and the long wave overhead surveillance radar is not accurate enough for a launch solution.”
The comms technician again, “General, Colonel Tassinara says he is unable to engage the Moonship effectively without letting too many cruise missiles through!”
A radar technician yelled, “The Alexis’ has changed aspect, or the laser damaged her, I am getting strong returns from her...she appears to be breaking up?”
Maguire and Conrad exchanged horrified, comprehending looks. As the General opened his mouth to order the ship shot down a yelp from someone in her team attracted the gray haired missile battery commanders attention, a mutter, then the battery commander yelped, “Fire then, fire all of them!”
Conrad’s voice snapped out, “Short range defenses shift to zenith defense; she’s dropping guided weapons on us.”
The radar tech had leapt half out of his seat, “ARMS, ARMS incoming from west zenith.”
Maguire realized with helpless rage that they had reached saturation, they had been suckered into revealing their defensive disposition by waves of nearly harmless cruise missiles, and now the real enemy was going to hammer those defenses into ruin.
“All weapons switch to focus on zenith defense, ARMS are priority one, the bombs from the Alexis second, cruise missile targets are to be serviced last.” The general’s voice was oddly laconic, he realized it was probably too late.
The room shivered, and again, cruise missiles getting through the suddenly distracted defenses. The impact was distant but there were some gasps, Maguire saw people looking around, hesitating, flurries of almost manic button pushing. He smelt a pungent odor, someone’s bowels had let go. He grimaced in disgust, they were under dozens of feet of concrete and this was hardly a primary target at this stage.
Then he looked up at the big display and saw what the fearful saw, it was almost as if the sky was falling on their heads. It was only an illusion but in battle illusion could kill you, if you let your fear break your will. A couple of supervisors had leapt up and were working desperately over the shoulders of techs who had lost it. A big heavy shouldered man down in front had stood up as if to run but couldn’t tear his eyes off the screen.
The General had stopped snapping orders, people were working, weapons were firing, and Maguire could see that the incoming missiles and bombs were being destroyed, but not fast enough. Both radar stations on the mountains shielding the south side of the valley went off the air in the same instant. A second later a short-range defense site flipped from green to orange.
The room shuddered again, the lights and the computers screens in the control room never flickered, but the air was filled with dust and yells and screams. The ground and air was filled with a staccato rumble as the avalanche of explosives, dropped from more than thirty miles above, hammering New Port’s defenses with meticulous accuracy.
-Mindow City-
The air was thick with dust; the old man covered his mouth with a wad of cloth torn from his shirt. The room shuddered and creaked at another nearby explosion. They weren’t as frequent now, not the almost constant mind-numbing hammer of the first few minutes. But now the detonations were heavier and felt somehow deeper. He suspected these were ballistic weapons, probably from an American warship in Sunatra City harbor, firing the naval version of the US Army’s tactical ballistic missile. That meant that Mindow City’s air defenses had been destroyed, probably overwhelmed by waves of cruise missiles.
He glanced around; his prison was an odd mixture of bleak and comfortable. Naked concrete walls, floor and ceiling finished with stainless steel fittings and bars across the wall opening into the prison vestibule, even the base to his bed and seat were concrete. But the floor was heated so it was comfortable for bare feet, there were solid concrete toilet and shower stalls, and the built in chair was comfortably padded, with a padded concrete ottoman.
The floor shook again, a crack in the ceiling expanded then contracted, dust poured in. The concrete had begun to ‘breathe’ half an hour ago and it was getting worse. He was almost certain that the ceiling had sagged after a particularly close impact. He suspected that if things went on long enough the structure above would collapse into this room.
It amused him more than frightened him, Joseph Mindow had really pissed the Americans off, never a good idea. It also seemed likely that the Luna colonists had made common cause with their native country, something that made him happy and sad at the same time.
Solitary confinement had given Richard Aristide a lot of time to think. Alone, except for an apparently mute guard who brought him food and removed the remains, and the occasional gloating presence of Joseph Mindow, there had been nothing for him to do except think. No decisions to be made, people to persuade, projects to review. It had given him a chance to think about himself and his life, and more particularly about what he had been doing for the last ten years.
He had come to the conclusion that in following his dreams he had wandered far from sanity. A dream connected to ambition and success had presented him with power, which he had taken up with arrogance. He had insulated himself from the world - except the world he could manipulate with his influence, money and power. Arrogance and insulation had blinded him to the ruthless ambition and arrogance of those around him.
Arrogance had sucked him down, even at the last. He had realized that Howard Conrad had made common cause with Joseph Mindow. Instead of talking to the colonists, Conti, Paaly, Paul Richards and to the US authorities, he had called the Chinese and all but ordered them to bring Mindow to heel. They had arranged a meeting somewhere at a supposedly neutral site on an island off the coast of China.
He shivered at the memory this chain of thought brought back. Instead of the very conspicuous Tubolev/Gulfstream Supercruiser he’d used a hired jet and crew.
The delegation at the airstrip had been NightStalkers, not diplomats. They had charged aboard as soon at the airstair had touched the ground. He was fairly sure the jet and its crew had vanished from the face of the Earth.
So many deaths because of his un-sane arrogance.
The ground heaved as if in agreement and he staggered. The ceiling sagged a bit more in one corner, he could see the walls had moved out, the key between wall and ceiling had been too shallow and had failed. Not too much longer now.
In the silence between explosions he heard a sound, a clank and thump. Richard strolled over to the stainless steel barred side of his cage to look. He was startled to see several figures through the dust. Three women, a couple of bodyguard types, and last and perhaps least, Joseph Mindow, the Napoleon of the Pacific. None of them looked good in plain clothes covered with dust.
Mindow glanced at Richard, his face almost blank of expression; he looked back at his retainers and yelled orders, pointing down the hall. As the others went on, carrying various heavy boxes and bags, Mindow strode toward Richard’s cell. “Aristide…you’re the cause of this…your bloody Luna Colony rebels, and your military genius Howard Conrad.” The automatic the Admiral General was holding waved wildly as he yelled these rather confusing accusations.
Richard didn’t say anything, didn’t move as the pistol came around to center on his chest. The next explosion was shockingly near, the floor heaved and the lights flickered, died to an emergency glow. There was a stab of yellow white fire. Richard almost didn’t hear the bark of the shot or the scream as it ricocheted off something in his cell.
He wasn’t sure if the shot had been intentional or not, if the miss had been happenstance or not. But Richard didn’t wait around to find out; he turned and dived for the protection of his concrete furniture. Apparently Mindow had been trying to kill him because he tried again, several times. In the bloody hued fog of dust the shots went wild, the scream of ricochets a hellish counterpoint to the hammer of the shots.
The shooting stopped, Richard looked out from behind his chair. Mindow was struggling with the electronic lock panel next to the door. Resigned to his fate Richard watched with rather amused interest. The door lock finally clanked and the little despot yanked the door open and stormed in.
Richard stood up calmly, expecting oblivion. The floor heaved again, Mindow went sprawling, his arm hit the concrete armrest with a sickening crack and the gun went flying. Richard dived for it and caught it in the air. He came around with the weapon in his hand to find the Admiral General curled up, cradling his arm and moaning.
Without thinking, Richard strode to the door, tossed the weapon out and slammed the door closed, hearing the satisfying snick of the lock activating. He glanced out and saw that the ceiling of the vestibule had sagged and crushed the barred door to the stair well. He glanced back and saw that the corner of his cell was at least a foot lower than at the start and the walls were bulging noticeably.
“What have you done Richard?” screamed the little man, struggling to his feet cradling his arm.
“Our fates have been intertwined for some time, Joseph Mindow; I just wanted to make sure they didn’t part company at the end.”
“What? What do you mean?” Mindow’s dust whitened face was a grotesque parody of humanity. A fitting reflection of the inner man, Aristide decided.
The next explosion was rather distant, a bit of a disappointment really. But it was followed after a short silence by a rumble that grew in intensity. The lights went out, but not before Richard Aristide saw the ceiling coming down.
The spectacular old Governor’s palace that Joseph Mindow had taken over and expanded had been built on a steep sided ridge with a stunning view of the bay, and the city. Over the better part of two centuries the ridge had been hollowed out, rock replaced by concrete and steel. Less than an hour of pounding by modern high explosives had destroyed its integrity. The anchors in the relatively weak volcanic rock had, one by one, given way. The ruins of the surface building shifted then began to fall. In an instant inertia had added its dead hand to gravity and with a world shaking roar the whole edifice collapsed and slid down the steep slope in a howling avalanche almost five hundred feet wide. The avalanche scraped the magnificent formal garden off the side of the ridge and obliterated a large part of the forest on the lower slopes. But no one outside the Palace died. The Forest and Gardens had been off limits to the general population ever since the Admiral General had come to power.
-Spot Wing-
Smith and the others had dived into New Port’s valley at near mach 2, now they were stooging around at something more approximating biplane speeds. The enemy seemed to be gone, destroyed or fled. With two Nukes and New Port’s defenses reduced to flaming ruins he wasn’t surprised. The valley was a giving a good impression of hell right now, the smoke and dust trapped in the valley had created a solid cover a thousand feet up and under that sooty cap the world glowed a ruddy, hellish red.
His tactical display showed his two wingmen and that was all. They had run across two groups of enemy fighters but the contact had been fleeting and no one had gotten in a shot, and in these conditions he wasn’t sure the relatively low powered lasers and simple directors on the fighters would be effective at any range.
“The ‘Beam’s off to the east of us,” Still shooting, called out Knorr, “optics are picking up her laser fire, only weapon in that frequency we’ve seen tonight.”
Smith swerved hard as he saw another fighter below him, seemingly weaving between hillocks. As he brought his targeting reticule up he saw a big red letter R in his sight. He blinked.
“Uh, Smith, that’s Helena’s ship” Alejandro sounded disbelieving.
The ship ahead swerved hard, and then waggled its wings, as they came even Smith saw Helena grinning at him, her hand to her head indicating her comms were out. He waved rather weakly, relief hitting him like a gut punch.
“Sir, the ‘Beam’s still out there.” Knorr called him back to business.
Smith used hand signals to send, “Target ahead, follow me,” to Helena and turned back on track.
An instant later, they slammed over the airfield, then “There she is, the BEAM!” Alejandro roared happily.
-New Port-
People milled around between the largely useless workstations. Maguire felt empty, useless and angry. The General turned away from the mess, and the all but information less displays, “Let’s get out of here Major, we can see more from outside now.”
Maguire nodded and followed as the tall Englishman strode past him, down the steps and out the door. They trotted up the four floors worth of steps to come out in the concrete slit trench next to the airstrip.
The view was vastly different from what it had been when Maguire had come in this way, only a few minutes before. It would have been a good representation of hell. Most of the airport buildings looked almost untouched, but in an arc around them the valley was filled with columns of fire.
The General went up on one of the sentry steps and looked around, resting his arms on the sod. Maguire stepped up beside him. The general looked at him, “Never thought I’d be on the losing end of what is going to become a very famous battle, Terry.”
Maguire looked around, “I suppose there is some consolation in losing large, one’s very own Waterloo.”
There was a roar and a tight four ship formation streaked low over the field and was gone, the sound seemed to get sucked into the glowing red sky in an instant and they were left wondering. Neither officer flinched; Maguire looked after them and shook his head, “Jesus Mary…they’re in a hurry to finish someone.”
“Micah I would guess…he was probably too stubborn to hoof it.”
There was no sign of what was happening, in fact the night’s normal quiet was trying to return, the explosions and sirens were distant, muffled. Maguire turned to Conrad, “What do you plan on doing General?” he asked.
A shrug, “Wait for the US Marines and then fight it out in court, and in the media, I doubt I’ll do too badly.”
Maguire nodded, sighed, “I suppose you are right.” He stood upright, stretched. “I’m not so sure I’m ready for that yet.”
The General looked at him nodded, held out his hand. “Go with God Terry.”
The Irishman grimaced faintly, saying sadly, “I doubt it,” as he shook the Generals hand. He stepped off into the trench and the General turned back to the view. Maguire drew his pistol and shot Howard Conrad through the back of his head, blowing the top of his skull off. The corpse crumpled into an oddly inconspicuous pile in the corner. Maguire spoke to it softly, “Sorry General, you know far too much, and too many of us in the Crimson Staff have too much to hide, for you to turn state’s evidence.”
He put his pistol away and walked out of the trench, never looking back. He had made plans long ago in case things went sour. He never left himself without a path of retreat.
- Implacable (ex-MoonBeam)-
Colonel Micah Tassinara swore at his tactical display. No more missiles, no more bombs, no more fighters. The Beam was hovering a couple of hundred feet off the ground near the harbor. Fires burnt on every side and the sky was a hellish orange red. He knew that the Alexis Aurora was gone, and maybe all the Luna Republic fighters as well.
They had won, maybe, “Sensors, any sign of US landing forces? readings from the Star Hawk?”
Stefan seemed to jerk out of a daze, he’d been focusing on the hard to track stealthy cruise missiles for too long, “Ahh…uh…oh…no, no sir.” A pause, “Uh, sir, I think there may be fighters in the valley.”
Micah hit a comm. button, “Damnit, Eva, you on high watch? Do you see any LR fighters on this side of the mountains?”
“Screw you Micah,” Eva Bucheld swore back at him, “It’s over, I have targets on my horizon, pretty slow, looks like a US landing force and we don’t have any missiles left or any other support. Me, Katrina and Jakob are heading west, you should get out while you can too.” She cut the link and he knew she was gone...”
“BRAAAAAA” the master warning screamed, jerking his attention off what to do with the fighters. Four brilliant red diamonds had sprung into existence, their velocity vector stabbed through his Implacable’s green icon.
Micah’s pilot Lucky Quiller, screamed, “What the hell?...Fighter sweep!”
“Guns, get the laser on them now!”
The Implacable surged under him and he was flung around as Lucky spun the ship to orient one of the big laser directors on the fighters.
“Fire…Fire…Fire God damn it to hell, fire...!” Micah’s throat was raw with his scream of mingled rage and fear.
In the screen green white fire burnt, the telescope, the wing of one fighter came off and it flipped savagely over and down. Something stabbed out from another fighter, a bolt of fire, knifing towards him, the telescopic view fooled you into thinking it was so terribly close. He looked down at the tactical display and his mouth opened to say words he never spoke.
The two interceptors had almost no time to accelerate but were still moving at over mach three when they hit the ex MoonBeam’s hull. The thin armor was worse than useless against the kinetic kill vehicle, breaking them up so their fiery wreckage ripped through the upper deck of the ship with energy of ten inch cannon shells.
The upper decks of the Implacable erupted, the pressure cylinders of the crew deck blown apart, reducing Micah and his crew to shreds. Shrapnel and splinters ripped from one side of the hull to the other, many rebounding off the outer hull to continue their destruction inside. The Stacks were ripped to pieces, blown out of their gimbals.
For a brief instant the Implacable, once the MoonBeam, looked like a volcano whose top had just blown off. The three surviving fighters snapped past, guns pouring light caliber shells into the corpse, but by that time, three seconds after the first missiles had hit, a dead ship with a dead crew was beginning to fall out of the sky.
-New Port, ‘Protective Village’-
Cliff Samson lifted his head up, for the first time in what seemed like a very long time there were no explosions, gunfire or rockets launching. He’d heard the scream of several low flying jets a few moments before, so low and near he was pretty sure they had been cruise missiles but even those were gone.
He had come out for a walk around the low wall of the techs ‘apartment block’ just before whatever it was had started. He looked over the low wall, through the razor wire topped chain link fence on the other side. Fires burnt all around what he thought of as New Port. Balloons of fire rose from some of those spots as ammo cooked off or fuel stores erupted but the wind was blowing off the sea and the destruction was far enough away that he couldn’t hear it.
He glanced out to sea, couldn’t see anything, what was he expecting he wondered? The US battle fleet, or a wave of Marine landing craft, something like that. He was pretty sure that whoever had attacked had won. Things had reached an incredible crescendo a few minutes before, sound so intense he had thought he might go deaf.
He looked inland; saw the low humped shapes of what he was sure were bunkers on the first rise above the town proper with its townhouses, apartments, shops, factories and warehouses. They looked abandoned but they hadn’t been hit, yet.
Cliff found he was shaking, they’d won, his friends had won. The Admiral General and his bastards had lost.
Then there was a very familiar howl of jet engines and gray darts flashed by overhead. An instant later the bunkers were exploding, he saw the roof of one flipping through the sky. Explosives ripped into the concrete pillboxes, none had a chance to show any fight.
As the Navy fighters swarmed over the edge of town and the bunkers, other shapes swept in over the sea. Cliff caught sight of one, the oddly insectile angularity of an Osprey vertol its rotors in helo mode, sliding down out of the sky.
Cliff forgot about safety, about the fact they might take his excited leaping about poorly, he leapt up and down and waved his hands over his head, howling his delight.
-Alexis Aurora-
Paul came awake to find himself in freefall again. His body felt even worse than before, the world was a dim red and he couldn’t see clearly. The power systems were off line, and then he realized that his emergency hood had deployed and he cursed his lethal stupidity. Trying to see through the distortion of the emergency hood and get control of his shaking hands, Paul fought to get the ship under control again. The lights came back on and thrust came up and pushed him down, Paul pushed his face close to the display, it and the navigation systems were down. He couldn’t hear the hull screaming anymore but he could feel it, shuddering and lurching. The backup instruments showed him he was accelerating sideways as the ship fell, he rolled the hull upright. Coolant was rapidly reaching boiling temperature. He hung on as long as he dared, then killed thrust and power.
He paused, pulled his helmet off the rack behind his head. He took a deep breath then started to blow it out, he hit the deflate button on the hood, pulled it off with a jerk and slammed the helmet down over his head. It locked to the neck ring and pressurized with a thump. His ears hurt but not too badly.
“Julia, Charlie?” Paul flicked his eyes across the control board and decided there wasn’t much left to control. The Alexis was dead, falling to return her material to the Earth she had been smelted from. Most of the Stacks were still capable of thrust, but with the cooling system gone a few seconds of power would fuse them. The batteries were supplying what power was needed right now.
He realized that no one had replied, Julia had been fading, and Charlie had been doing something to the racks at the last. The cargo deck had been shredded by the missile warheads, they were probably both dead, but he couldn’t give up, he couldn’t, “Julia, Charlie.” Nothing.
Paul glanced at the instruments; he was puzzled by a couple of readings until he realized he had been trying to read them incorrectly. Velocity was falling not rising, they were still climbing, coasting upwards on the momentum his bursts of acceleration between attacks and his latest goose had built up. They were almost forty miles up now.
He stared at the instruments for a moment, and then his hands grasped the collective and cyclic sticks again. Eyes fixed on the instruments he brought the ship upright, watching the temperature of the Stacks tick upward even with this minor exercise. As the ship’s nose came vertical he poured power on and he sank down into the cushions of ‘his’ ship for the last time. He held power at the maximum efficient point, producing more than two-g’s, he felt the ship scream and shudder around him, watched the Stack temperatures rocket past the red line.
Through clenched teeth he muttered, “Come on old girl, hold on a little longer, a little longer, come on!” The Stacks continued to produce power, five seconds, ten seconds, one of the Stacks tripped off, another, fifteen seconds, twenty, all the remaining Stacks went off in a ripple, shaking the hull like dog shaking a stick, but Paul was braced, expecting it.
An instant later Paul slammed his fist against the release on his harness. He floated out of his seat and kicked for the storage closet at the back of the cabin. Inside he found three items he’d put there a few days ago. He’d adjusted the straps on one earlier, now it was a few seconds work to get it on. Then he headed for the emergency hatch.
In a few more seconds he was in the narrow aisle between the cabin cylinders. He looked out. It was shocking to see the universe outside through the huge rents in the Alexis’ hull. She had been almost totally stripped of her stealth sheathing. From the outside she must look very much like he had first seen her, a tough framework like a foreshortened oil derrick.
He pulled his attention back, worked his way along to one of the openings in the expanded metal decking where cables and pipes made their way up from the service trays that ran underneath. There was an access grating here, providing a clear shot at the trays. He swore as he saw the distortion of the metal, he gave it a jerk and then moved on when it didn’t even budge.
Near the end of the deck was the next access point, he sighed, that access grating was gone, blown out at some point. He dived for the hole and pulled himself through. It was weird to crouch, holding himself down on the ceiling of the freight deck. But he couldn’t see the actual cargo deck at all; pipes and cables, boxes and tanks filled the space ‘above’ him.
It took Paul several seconds to work his way to a clear spot. Recognizing where he was Paul let go of the grating and stood up, his hands grasped a big cable and he pulled himself up and through the gap. It was a bit astonishing to see that some of the lights were still on. Alexis was a tough ship, he felt a twinge of grief. They’d built for decades, not for less than three years.
He looked down at the wreckage of the freight deck. The bomb racks had been twisted into unbelievable sculptures by the blasts. The decking gaped in several spots, letting him see the sky and earth spin slowly past. Apparently the uneven failure of the Stacks had left her with a residual spin.
There, he saw Julia, still strapped into one of the acceleration couches they’d set up down here. She was still, but Paul couldn’t see any damage on his love’s suit; he could still hope she was simply unconscious. He glanced at his timer, amazing, less than thirty seconds! They were at the peak of the parabola; it was all downhill from here.
Paul lined up carefully and uncoiled in a smooth leap, only to be jerked to somersaulting stop as one of his packages caught on a jagged strut he’d not seen in the gloom. Cursing, twisting, he fought to get a grip and get clear. He struggled and writhed for what seemed like an eon, at last he was free.
Panting, cursing he lined up again. Leaped, this time he was clear.
As he floated through space he saw that the fragments of the stealth sheathing were shivering and waving. The dark universe outside still spun by, but it seemed like the shimmying and shaking around him was getting worse. They were accelerating, falling now.
He realized his target point near Julia’s supine body wasn’t very safe, shrapnel had blown the end of the rack into a bizarre shape, torn the metal into razor sharp blades, towards which he had leapt.
Cursing, nearly whimpering under his breath, Paul twisted and rolled to try and clear those lethal edges. With a crunch he came to a rest on the deck next to the blades, staring at the jagged, gutting sculptures.
Shaking, he twisted to look around, pulled away from his near death experience. Almost by accident he glanced under the wrenched wreckage of one of the bomb racks and saw Charlie, one arm flung out, trapped between the rack and the deck.
Pulling himself from one hand hold to another he was by Charlie in less than a minute, but a second or an hour, it would have made no difference, his friend and crewmate was very dead. His eyes closed, his face peaceful, but his chest was crushed and a razor sharp edge of deck planking had cut halfway into his torso. There was blood, but not a lot, Charlie had died almost instantly.
Now Paul felt the ship shivering and shuddering under him. He glanced up to see a section of the hull tear free and vanish behind them. He had to get back to Julia, they were falling now, accelerating under Earths insistent call, they were already falling fast enough for aerodynamic forces to start to take effect. The world was still rolling past but the ship had settled into a nose down attitude, he realized the ship’s hull shape and mass distribution was making her behave like a vast badminton shuttlecock.
It took him twice as long to get to Julia as it had to get to Charlie’s body. He saw the patch on her leg, a trace of blood, but the ‘emergency’ lights on her chest harness were green and orange no blinking orange or red. She was alive, breathing, just hurt.
The slipstream was enough to tear at the weakened hull and move the ship, even provide enough drag to put a few ounces of weight on the soles of his feet, but it wasn’t enough to slow the ship appreciably. Paul figured that even with her horrid aerodynamics and the blanket of thick air close to the surface, the Alexis would be several times supersonic when she hit the ground.
He pulled Julia free, glad of the deceleration induced weight. He dragged her dead weight to the edge of a jagged hole in the decking. He carefully attached her emergency belt to his with the climbers’ clips he had brought for this eventuality.
He looked around one last time and without letting himself dwell on what he was doing he bent down and pulled himself over the edge of the hole. He and Julia rotated around the edge, as he came vertical he pushed off hard. The dark rectangular shape of the ships base seemed to surround him. He saw more glittering blades of explosively deformed metal, but it was falling away from him.
His legs passed out of the slipstream shadow of the hull first and with a painfully sudden jerk he was sent spinning up and away from the Alexis. Julia’s dead weight knocked the air out of his lungs, but somehow old habits took over, he spread his arms and legs, the thick material of his armored overalls caught the air and they quickly stopped tumbling.
Once they were stable Paul prayed and pulled the first ring on the parachute. He felt the jerk as the spring drove the drogue canopy out and an instant later he felt the welcome jerk as the small chute opened.
Paul let his eyes close, he let his body shiver, felt some of the tension drain away. They weren’t home yet, he could still get them killed, but things were certainly a whole lot better than they had been a few minutes before.
He opened his eyes and looked around him, felt another stab of loss when he realized he couldn’t find the Alexis. What he could see, far below them, was the broad shape of Palalo Sadong. He could see the glimmering white of the snowcapped central mountain range from here with the dark slash of the high valley forest. He was further east than that; over what he was pretty sure were the so-called volcanic highlands. Julia had told him that was where the resistance had been focused and where the HFF had refugee camps set up.
Time passed, they were falling fast, but he knew they had to be slowing, as they got deeper into the atmosphere. The altimeter on his harness still didn’t read so they were still over forty thousand feet up.
It was cold he realized, his suit was doing a good job of keeping him warm but it wasn’t perfect. He pulled on Julia, twisted around so he could check her emergency tell tales, still the same. He prayed they weren’t lying. He looked down; it was odd it almost felt like he was suspended up here. He wanted to giggle, images of some kind of parachutist Flying Dutchman flickered through his mind.
He resisted checking the altimeter, instead looking out and around, hoping, for some reason, he would see the Alexis’s end. Finally he couldn’t help himself, he checked his altimeter, thirty thousand feet! And falling at around sixty miles an hour.
Off to the side a bright white flash lit the night. Grief clogged his throat, “Goodbye Charlie, you’ll be remembered, and you too Alexis Aurora, you were a good ship,.”
Tears started and with the helmet there was nothing he could do. He squeezed his eyes closed and forced a deep breath into his tight chest. Memories flowed past his mind’s eye and Paul let his mind drift as they fell out of the sky, he felt drained, empty. Almost lethargically he checked the altimeter, ten thousand feet? A pulse of fear, quickly faded, the highlands were a couple of thousand feet, no worry, but he’d let things drift longer than he should, it was time. He pulled the second ring, a jerk and then his head sagged as the main canopy deployed, the rectangular parasail took shape, a couple of jerks and Paul had it under control.
He put the controls on neutral and felt for the emergency radio he’d clipped to the parachute harness. Tapping the big central button he connected the earpiece wire to his suits comm port. If nothing else the radio would attract the attention of one of the low earth orbit search and rescue satellites.
As it turned out he was still a few minutes from landing when a voice spoke in his ear, “Rescue beacon Alpha Foxtrot India Nine Eight, this is Rescue Blue Six do you read me?”
He was in luck; it was one of the Marine V-22 Osprey search and rescue aircraft backstopping the New Port raiders. “Rescue Blue Six, this is Alpha, Foxtrot, India Nine Eight I read you.”
“Alpha Foxtrot please identify yourself?” The voice was suspicious.
“Rescue Blue Six, this is Paul Richards, and I have Captain Julia Chisholm with me. We’re off the Luna Republic Ship Alexis Aurora.”
There was a choking sound, “Ah, would that be President Richards, Luna Republic?”
“Yeah, well I’m not feeling very presidential right now, just grateful to be alive. And my girlfriend is hurt and unconscious. Look I’m going to have to break off this chat, I’m flying a parasail with a wounded lady strapped to me, and the grounds getting real near. Come get us would you?”
“We are on our way Mr. President, sir…”
“Thanks.”
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Epilogue
Paul sat in the shade of the young tree and watched the wind ripple the surface of the reflecting pond; over the lip of the cliff he had a clear view of the shattered stump of Ship Plateau. Rubble pretty much filled the canyon floor between the half height stub and the valley walls. The road that had once run straight along the top of the canal now jogged to wind through a ‘relatively’ flat section near the foot of the cliff at his feet.
Desert Rat’s Perch, as this little patch of green was called was one of a network of parks the town, the state, the US, Sumatra and The Luna Republic were funding. Since the Space War, Primus Junction’s only link to the outside world was the railway that had originally given the place its name. Or rather it was the only link other than stack propelled freighters. The state and federal governments were still arguing about the cost of rebuilding the road links, modern safety standards made the job unbelievably expensive.
At one time turning the whole valley into a park had been discussed. But while many of the locals jumped at the idea, believing it was their only way out, others had flatly refused. And there were the Lunatics who saw the valley and the town as their root home. Paul and his government had insisted that one of the official spaceports be at Primus Junction.
Paul heard someone approaching; he turned and then stood when he saw Ted Smitherson approaching. In the parking circle Clarice Smitherson stood between the couples well loved old blue Buick and the Lunar Republic embassy limousine that had brought Paul. She watching Ted and Paul, from this distance he couldn’t see her expression, and he was glad.
Clarice, like some others, hadn’t forgiven ‘those Lunatics’ for the traumatic and tragic events of the War. He was saddened that he no longer got invitations to the Smitherson’s home. He looked at the old chopper warrior, “Hello Mr. Mayor, thanks for meeting me up here.” He held out and the other man’s hard hand grasped his strongly.
“Good to see you Mr. President.” He waved at the shade, “Now enough with the platitudes, I don’t have time for politics today....though I hear that the midterm’s already underway Paul?”
“Hard to believe it’s three years Ted, and this is only the midterm. I guess I have more enemies than I realized, or at least my three opponents seem to think I do. In some ways I wish them luck, if they can get two thirds of the voters to call for a full election I’d be able to bow out three years early. But my team all laughed at me when I said that in a cabinet meeting the other day, said that it’ll be a surprise if they can get two thirds of one percent to vote for a full election. There’s a lot of hot air but no substance to their grievances, so I’m probably doomed to another three years. And I have to say I cannot imagine why anyone would want this sort of job for more than six years!”
They sat down on the carved rock seat with relief, even though he spent a good quarter of his time on Earth and even more exercising he still found Earth’s gravity a drag.
Ted laughed as he sat down, and stretched, “I have a hard enough time with the mayor’s job, can’t imagine what your life’s like.”
“Not that much different Ted, Primus Junction’s almost like a separate state these days given it’s legal status and the lack of road access. I hear that they’re talking of tearing up the railroad and using it as a roadbed?”
Ted snorted, “Over my dead body, for several year’s there’d be periods of months at a time when our only ground link would be a construction road, no way am I going to agree to that, and the railroad won’t either, thank God..”
Down in the valley there was a flash of orange, both men turned to watch a heavy lifter climb away from the concrete plant and settle into a curving climb. Ted grunted, “Conti’s got your boys and girls working like slaves on High Junction.”
Paul sighed “We need the revenue and the good publicity. Finishing the Canal, at least the water works part of it, got one set of bureaucrats off our necks but it didn’t bring in any cash. The resort’s a demonstration of what the Stack makes possible on Earth, the pollution free power and low impact assured transportation provided by stack shuttles.”
“And Primus Junction being the principle link even though you could link from anywhere on Earth, is going to be another boost to the local economy.” Ted smiled almost wistfully, “Little though we need it. With the spaceport here and your main embassy as well, the town’s growing fast, it’ll have outgrown me by the time my term’s up.”
Paul reached over to put a hand on the older man’s shoulder, “You got drafted because people knew you’d always do the right thing and fight for the right thing if something hinkey was being pushed on you. By the time you’re ready to go back to full time chef the town will have gotten its feet back under it.”
Ted grinned faintly, patted Paul’s hand, “That’s what you and others keep saying and I agree most of the time but some Mondays it’s all a bit much. I’d much rather be back at Betsy’s.” He drew in a breath, “But enough of the platitudes Mr. President, to the real business. He pulled out a bag, “You ready?”
Paul unfolded a board between them, looking up to find Ted’s closed hands held out, he tapped one. Finding that he’d chosen a white pawn and was leading with white in today’s game of chess.
-o-
The Sunatran government couldn’t afford an embassy at Luna Haven yet but did maintain a joint US/Luna Republic embassy in Primus Junction. They had bought one of the big Victorian houses that Paul had admired when he first arrived. Paul walked up the steps and into the foyer, the greeter stood with a smile, “Mr. President, good to see you again, the Secretary of State is in the blue room.” She showed him to the door of what had once been the sitting room and withdrew as the two friends shook hands.
Sunil waved Paul to one of the comfortable chairs in one corner, “Good to see you Paul, ready for the big bash this evening?”
“I guess so, I can’t believe it’s taken this long to get the damned thing signed.” Officially he was down to sign the US/RoL trade treaty, which simply legalized the facts on the ground that insofar as economic activity went the RoL was a part of the US. It also gave RoL citizens, most of whom were still officially US citizens, all the rights of a green card holder when on US soil. Primus Junction and the valley it resided in were essentially a joint US-RoL economic zone. There were limits but they were reasonable limits.
“Politicians always want their pound of flesh Paul, in this case they wanted a soapbox to stand on and a place in the bright lights you Lunatics are attracting.” Sunil grinned.
There was a quiet knock on the side door, which opened to reveal Sathwathet in shimmering orange and gold silks, it was impossible to imagine the fairytale princess in a space suit facing down a space fighter with a sniper rifle. Especially with the little black haired baby asleep in her arms.
As Paul rose to his feet, Sunil’s wife spoke softly, “Your godson’s a deep sleeper Mr. President.” As he leant down to stroke the fine black hair sleepy brown eyes opened above the little pug nose and the thumb jammed resolutely in his mouth, a little frown of irritation appeared on the smooth skin and the eyelids drooped closed.
They laughed and chatted for a few minutes and then Sathwathet took the baby back to the nursery. Paul turned to Sunil, “You’ll both be at the ball after the ceremony?”
“Wouldn’t miss it, chance to meet some old friends I don’t get to see enough of and to talk quietly with folks I can’t normally visit without causing rumors.”
“Wheeling and dealing as always, I’m glad you’re on our side Sunil.”
The diplomat smiled, “When the resolution of reunification passed they offered me the job of president of the reunited Sunatra but I held out for Secretary of State, it’s more important than the vice president and it gives me the chance to work on a broader stage. The president’s all about the day to day and I had more than enough of that in the resistance.”
Paul nodded slowly, realizing he did see a lot more of Sunil than he did of the Sunatran president. Of course some of that was because he was ‘up’ fairly frequently, quite a few of his fighters had stayed on the moon and the Republic of Luna - Sunatra free trade treaty had been key to rapid passage of the reunification treaty.
Paul was fairly sure Sunil had bigger ideas than just free trade agreements but the ex guerilla was good at keeping his own council and Paul was an official of his government, little as he felt like it at times. As usual they did have some business to conduct and they got down to it before Paul had to leave for his luncheon appointment.
-o-
The Luna Republic’s Embassy was all but invisible as you approached it from ground level; an unobtrusive low lying mound with scrub growing on it like the rocky ground all around it. The only obvious approach was a well kept single lane white gravel driveway that snaked through the subtly carved network of scarps and hummocks that would stop anything short of a large scale infantry assault. The lane ended in a cut that dived into an underground garage.
The two lane road that passed the embassy had a parking area almost opposite the gate. As usual it was half full of cars and a few small groups stood or sat, waved or propped up a variegated batch of signs under the watchful eye of a sheriff’s deputy.
Paul scanned them, they were the usual mix. One had a very professional logo and the words LUNA for Fifty First State! And a few feet away THE EARTH IS FLAT IT’S ALL A LIE and a bit further along, EXTRADITE THE NUCLEAR CRIMINAL RICHARDS TO THE HAGUE!. Paul, the ‘Richards’ in question, waved jauntily at this last group as his limo turned into the drive.
Behind the stony lip was a three storey deep crater, its bottom a well tended oasis and the sides made of armor glass, behind which were more plants. It looked like an arboretum rather than an embassy, and it was both. Though most Lunatics loved their desolate home they had rapidly generated a passion for gardens and gardening. They were always interested in new useful plants to add to the collection on the steadily growing number of garden domes at Luna Haven and the two other settlements.
The parking garage was a lot larger than one would have assumed from the modest approach, it was usually all but empty, today it was busy and tonight it would be full. “Hey boss,” yelled Conti, Paul’s secretary of Infrastructure and Trade who was clambering out of a spaceport shuttle van.
A couple of military types in mufti hopped out and waved genial salutes at their commander in chief before striding towards the cordoned off area controlled by the US Secret Service contingent.
Paul strolled up to the van and grabbed a couple of Conti’s bags; the Republic of Luna did not keep staff around to carry bags for people who could carry their own. In the end that would change but Paul figured he could try and set a presidential precedent for the first few decades, George Washington had succeeded in setting much more important ones that had lasted for more than a century.
Conti sighed, “Getting old Paul, the G get harder every time, try as I do to keep the exercises up.”
“The only people it doesn’t seem to bother are youngsters, the kids who spend time down as well as up.” Paul grinned, “and Patsy and her pilots, they’ve gotten so they claim they hardly can tell the difference, though I think that’s mostly bravado.”
The older man grunted again, “Youth, wasted on the young.” He grinned, “I was hoping you’d let me pass this shindig up Paul.”
“Infrastructure AND Trade Conti, your signature’s on it as well.”
“It’s already on the blasted thing, we signed it a month ago so the US Air Force could take delivery of those mini-stacks, this is all just show damnit.” They dropped the bags in the embassy hotel foyer and headed towards the office section, bickering amiably as they went.
In one of the glass walled conference rooms Arkan Olarik was standing with an arm around Helena, his expression relaxed and calm, looking years younger than the Military Governor of Luna Haven. Helena looked younger and softer as well, though her current assignment was almost as risky as fighter pilot’s.
“Mr. President, Conti, good to see you.” Arkan smiled and, letting his arm drop from Helena’s waist, reached out to shake hands.
They all smiled and shook hands, Paul held onto Helena’s hand for a moment, “How goes the search? Your reports are pretty slim reading.”
She smiled thinly, “Pretty grim as well I should think, sir. As you know we recovered the one fighter and shot down the two platforms that were sold to drug cartels and the Chinese let us have two of the ‘missing’ stacks back. The rest,” she shrugged eloquently, “I don’t think we’ll ever see them again and it’s too late anyway. The technological genie is out of the bag, probably was before the end of the War.”
Five space fighters had run for it at the end of the battle of New Port and seven bombardment Platforms had gone missing. There had been almost thirty stacks in various stages of fabrication when Aristide Industries had come off the rails, ten finished or almost finished and the rest in parts. The whole lot had simply evaporated in the chaos.
Now Arkan and Helena spent a lot of their time with various intelligence and law enforcement groups tracking the remnants of the Crimson Staff and the location of the space drive.
Conti sighed, “The secret was going to be impossible to keep once smart people knew what was going on. The Japanese have Mitsubishi building stacks and space craft and have done some low orbit tests already. The Chinese and Russians aren’t far behind, the Indians, Iran, Israel and the Arab Union are all working it like crazy. US, Brits, Canadians and Oz are well in the lead because we’re helping them, but the technology is out there. The only large block that’s stuck its head in the sand so far is the Euro Zone because of the Greens.”
Helena smiled faintly, “You forget the Nordic block, we spotted a sub orbital run over the pole the other day. They’ve kept their program very quiet but they’re up there with the Japanese,” Helena said with a shrug. “As much as I worry about some of the players in the ‘white,’ I really fear what is going on in the cracks and sewers. The Nordic break out shows that it’s possible to keep a program hidden. The Crimson Staff got a taste of power and it showed the other network threats, like the rump Al-Qaida, what’s possible.”
They sat and talked for some time but finally it was time to get ready for the ball.
-o-
Paul joined the party after the signing and circulated talking to various people, there were representatives from all around the world. All the powers and rising powers of a world given new energy by the opening of a new frontier were here tonight. The Republic of Luna was the leading edge of the frontier, there were no Martians yet. That thought gave his heart a squeeze and he pushed those thoughts aside.
From his right came a polite, “Good evening, Mr. President.”
Then Paul turned to smile at the US Secretary of State Roosevelt, “Welcome back to the Republic of Luna on Earth, Mr. Secretary.” The two men shook hands.
Paul faux furtively glanced around and whispered loudly, “Are we done now Sean?”
Sean Roosevelt grinned, “I think so, at least for this evening. We’re done with speeches. The president sends his regrets but he really does have a bad case of the flu and the VP is in Afghanistan.”
“Just as well Sean, rather have you anyway.”
“Ah, Mr. President, you flatter me, and you give away too much.” This last was said a bit sternly.
“Thanks for the warning Sean, I do try and take your lessons to heart. Honest!” Paul laid a hand over his breast pocket as he said that.
“There were about thirty Fifty First State’rs marching along the road both this afternoon and this evening. They’re getting some real traction, and you’re not helping.” Sean said a bit crossly.
“Moi?” Paul asked innocently.
“You Lunies in general, but yes you too, you young reprobate. People love that you basically kept the US Constitution with a few, emphasis on few, simple, key updates that people in the US have been begging for, for years. Then started passing some really knock them dead simple and common sense laws. Hell there’ve been a few jokes on the late night shows about having the US petition the RoL for us to join you.”
Paul was still laughing as put his empty wine glass on a passing waiter’s tray. Then he almost caused an accident as he saw a familiar/unfamiliar face and figure parting the crowd. The Secretary chuckled, “Oh yes I forgot to tell you that I brought my Deputy Secretary for Space Affairs and Technology with me tonight.” Then he turned away leaving Paul standing stunned.
Julia was in full Formal Air Force Regalia The tall round neck of the white shirt had her rank flashes on either side. The shirt was silk, the buttons were black onyx. The long dress was the new ‘space’ blue with silver piping down the slash in the side. The dress ended just above the ankle to show that modified riding boots under them were polished to a mirror finish. The dress belted at the waist with a polished black leather belt and silver buckle. Over the shirt was a short cutaway jacket, of deep blue. The lapels were the gray of a line officer. It was open at the front with silver buttons and silver stitching down either side. It was gorgeously rich and aggressively retro and she was stunning in it.
But then she was always stunning to him, even now, especially now.
It had been a numbingly jam packed two years since the Battle of New Port. They had woken up on the Ronald Reagan in hospital beds next to each other. She had been almost the first thing he saw when he woke, up and he had been the first thing she saw. They had spent a day and a bit recuperating, and talking, before Paul had finally let his sense of duty drive him up and away from her.
And then it had been a year of gradually more infrequent calls, texts and e-mails before they met again. The year had evaporated as she became buried in the job of managing the Challenger program and, for four frantic months, the Rapier fighter program as well, after its program manager had died of a heart attack. He had been wrapped up in the Republic of Luna and its relationship with the old world. A couple of times it had only been the remoteness of the moon that had kept war off the table as the terrestrial powers had tried to grapple with their changed status.
They had met at the White House, he had been utterly focused on being the face of his republic and she had been dancing with handsome general and they had met as acquaintances rather than friends, or more.
Then she had commanded the first human mission to Mars, had planted a US flag on the surface and spent ten days in the public eye hopping from place to place discovering wonders and gathering data that was even now being used for planning a Martian colony. After her return, at one of the many balls held in honor of the journey they had met again as acquaintances in the public eye, had smiled and shaken hands and moved on.
That had been three months ago.
She came to a stop, alone, a faint almost wistful smile on her face, she bowed, “Mr. President.”
“Colonel Secretary.” She had made full colonel in record time now she was back as a full time officer.
She dimpled, “One or the other Paul, I’m allowed to dress as I like on my time, but when I’m at Foggy Bottom I’m Deputy Secretary ma’am, at the Pentagon, Colonel sir.”
Paul opened his mouth to say something gently humorous, to pass the time to relieve the pressure that was wrapping his chest. “I still love you Julia...can I call you...have I left it too long?” He could hardly believe that it was his mouth speaking the words, but the pressure around his heart eased.
It was her turn to stand stiff and still, the charming sprinkle of freckles on her cheek a little more distinct than usual. His heart was beginning to tighten when at last her smile curled wickedly, pink infused her cheeks and he saw that her eyes were bright, “I’m so sorry I let my job get in the way Paul, I really didn’t mean to,” she replied softly.
“Neither did I, it was at least as much my fault.” He took a step closer.
She took a step closer and they were within lovers distance, his senses were filled with her, and his mind was blinded by the gentle smile, the glow of happiness that she suddenly gave off. His hand came out to rest on her hip and hers touched his chest, they kissed, a chaste kiss with a promise of many futures.
There were claps and a few cheers from around, Paul glanced and suddenly realized that there was a circle around them, a circle mostly filled with familiar, smiling faces with relief or ‘at last!’ written on them.
Conti yelled from the crowd, “OK, beat up the band, we need some dancing music here. We have a rather overdue reconciliation to celebrate tonight!”
-3 Years Later-
“Luna One, this is US Aerospace Control, Cheyenne Mountain.”
“Cheyenne Mountain, this is Luna One, receiving,” Patsy’s reply was crisply laconic over the bridge channel that Paul was listening to..
“Your request for a direct descent has been approved Luna One.”
“Thanks Aerospace Control, Luna One out.”
Paul leaned back and watched the world roll past. The passenger compartment of the brand new mixed passage space liner had been built by one of the companies who’d been building tourist rockets for the past decade, it had huge oval windows and the view was spectacular.
Patsy loved her sleek white command. Anyone who knew anything could see that the overall aerodynamic ‘gloss’ was functionally pointless but no one, least of all Patsy, cared; the ship looked ‘cool,’ which Patsy had been at pains to ensure, for a class of ships that would be making regular runs into air-space ports all over the world.
This was Luna One’s second trip to earth, the first had been a shakedown run with some light cargo. Officially this was still part of shakedown but like in the days of the first Moonship flights they still didn’t have time to waste on testing for testing’s sake.
Patsy killed orbital velocity and accelerated down into the atmosphere. As they curved down to a straight fall the atmosphere began to buffet the ship but Patsy kept their velocity low enough to prevent any damaging heating. Near peak velocity the buffets got stronger and weight faded to a negligible quantity then the stacks took up the load, slowing the descent into Primus Junction Aerospace, as the new field had been finally named. It was fall again and the air was cold, the sky around them faded from black to clear, deep blue, except for the few white puffy clouds that they passed between in an instant.
It seemed like only a few moments later he could see the town laid out through the big port like a model railroaders utopian image of a early twentieth century western town. Then the homes and businesses were hidden by trees and the landing gear deployed with a thump, Paul caught sight of the cross on the beautiful little brick and white church’s bell tower. Then there were trees with a few bronzed leaves and a soft thump as the shuttle settled onto the landing pattern painted on the gravel parking apron next to the church.
He felt more than heard the stacks go off line and the APU start up, the sound proofing was very good.
“All ashore, end of the line.” Patsy stood smiling down at him “You too Mr. President.” He had been in such a deep funk that he had hardly noticed the hatch opening and the rest of the passengers filing out.
Paul grimaced up at her, “Don’t call me that Patsy, that nightmare’s over thank god.”
She grinned, “Once a president always Mr. President you know, and don’t bet on it being over. You can run again after Mrs. Olarik’s term’s over.”
He squeezed the bridge of his nose, “Oh lord, please don’t even mention that possibility to anyone.”
She laughed evilly, “I heard you tried to have them change the constitution to get rid of the ‘draft’ provision and the ability to serve more than one term, no takers I hear.”
“Bastards thought it was funny,” He sighed looking at her big grin, “Just like you. I’d be careful, or I’ll petition to have you drafted, you’ll be just about the right age next time around.”
She looked horrified, then smiled crookedly, “OK boss, you win, I’ll drop it.”
“Good!” He said standing up, he felt a bit heavy and clumsy for a few steps, but he’d get over it fast, he spent almost half his time on Earth and after almost eight years his body had adapted to changing back and forth.
Sunil stuck his head in the hatch and called, “Hey Paul, you’re overdue.”
Paul waved and proceeded down the gangway between the twelve rows of seats to the main hatch. He could have sat up front but he had insisted on paying his way and he wasn’t paying for a first class seat even if he could afford it.
Sunil, Sathwathet and four year old Paul stood waiting, Sathwathet breathtaking in her golden sari styled dress. Sunil was still Sunatra’s Secretary of State, though he spent more time in the US and on Luna than back at home. Paul shook Sunil’s hand, hugged Sathwathet and picked up his young namesake, who laughed at him, gave him a quick hug then wriggled to get down.
Conti and his wife were talking to the Smitherson’s, Clarice caught him looking and waved with a small smile, she had finally forgiven Paul and the pair had even made a visit to Luna Haven.
Major Tien and his wife, with Sergeant Thompson and his wife listening politely were talking to a tall man with a weather carved face and a slim gray haired woman of ageless beauty, Sam Chisholm and Julia’s mother the original Alexis Aurora.
Arkan Olarik towered over a gathering of dignitaries, his face calm if stern, the crowd swirled and Paul saw Helena standing just in front of her husband. Paul was happy that she had run for, and won, the Republic of Luna’s presidency, she would do well and she had the goodwill of a lot of people both on Luna and Earth, in particular she had a lot of contacts in the US Government.
Then Paul saw ex-US Secretary of State Roosevelt coming through the crowd, “Good to see you again Paul.” The two men exchanged smiles and shook hands.
“Good to see you Sean, how does it feel to be a private citizen again?”
Sean Roosevelt grinned, “Pretty good I think, I did help with the speech for this evening but the new boy has to give it.” He grinned at his rather disrespectful reference to the, relatively, youthful new President who had beat Sean’s old boss rather soundly. Paul knew that Sean actually liked the new president and Paul certainly found him a lot easier to talk to.
They turned and started to walk towards the church and the crowd around it, beyond a police line some groups were holding up signs, one saying LUNA’S CONSTITUION FOR THE US NOW!!!. A few feet away was the evergreen EXTRADITE THE NUCLEAR CRIMINAL RICHARDS TO THE HAGUE!, and a bit further along, CHRIST DIDN’T NEED THE STARS NEITHER DO WE. Paul waved at them, “Wow, they just don’t give up do they.”
“The Expansionists should know that they’ve won as much as they’re going to win. The Nativists are just too strong for anything beyond the North America and Luna Free Passage Zone.” Sean said a bit crossly.
“Can’t blame people for wishing, the changes we implemented all seem to be working pretty much as intended, including keeping the lawyers tamed,” Paul pointed out with a grin.
“I’m a lawyer damn it, and proud of it, you young reprobate.”
Paul, patted the older man’s back, “But you’ve spent your career trying to make the world better, not figuring out ways to screw people or the law. And you’re one of the good guys.”
“Phooey on you boy,” the older man waved him off, then grinned, “But thanks. But you know the Lawyer problems we’ve been suffering is an oversupply problem left over from the bubble starting forty years back and only beginning to tail off now.”
“I do now Professor Roosevelt, I did read your book on the Education Bubble and its affect on the profession of law.”
“Oh, you were one of the ten people who bought a copy were you?” Sean grumbled.
Paul laughed. as he walked towards the church steps. He paused when he felt and heard the distinctive grumble of a Paaly stack under power. Turning with one foot on the step he saw the squat gray cone of a US Interplanetary Service Challenger class ship dropping towards a second temporary landing zone on the other side of the church entrance.
The first series US production space craft was based on the old Orion space capsule. It was a small general purpose freight and passenger craft but Julia had landed the prototype on Mars and dropped probes into the atmosphere of Venus, proving once and for all that mankind owned their home system now.
A few moments later the hatch swung inwards and steps unfolded, an instant later Admiral Davies, Chief of the US Interplanetary Service, ducked out, followed by his chief of staff Colonel Derry Jenkins. Both men smiled and waved when they saw Paul.
Derry called out, “Hey you’re supposed to be inside!”
Then Julia appeared and as soon as her eyes found Paul her face lit up, Paul’s world narrowed to one person.
The three years since their meeting at the RoL Embassy had passed in a blur. The first year had tried to undo what his unpracticed words had been able to heal, the year had evaporated as she lead a mission to drop probes into Venus’ atmosphere then come back to be handed the reins of the Rapier fighter program when the program had hit a logjam of problems.
But they had both matured and they’d created together time, sometimes by brute force. He still had a wonderful memory of being invited to the Chisholm family Thanksgiving and arriving just in time for the main event, in one of the incredibly ugly Luna Bugs, a horrid mix of construction shack module and Hopper. On another date he’d picked her up in the Bug at Edward’s Air Force Base and flown her to meet his parent’s for dinner. Then there had been the weekend in Hawaii.
Paul turned and walked away from the church, she was wearing the a flight suit in the IS bluegray. She looked like everyman’s dream in it. But then she was always his dream.
They hugged and kissed, unaware of the others.
“Paul.” Derry called from the church, then a strong feminine voice called, “Julia,” sternly.
The pair turned contritely to find Derry and Julia’s mother on the steps, waving them in.
Mrs. Chisholm called, “Paul, you were supposed to be inside. You have things to do before the pair of you can ignore the rest of us, and Missy, you are due in a dressing room right now!”
Paul winced contritely and started to pull away, but Julia laughed and grabbed his hand as she started towards the church. “Come on, we need keep the fussbudgets happy.”
Hand in hand they ran towards the church.
In a few hours they would be space bound once more. Their first night as a married couple would be aboard the Republic of Luna registered space liner Mars Dreaming. In two days they’d be at Virgin Resort’s Mars Base One, where they’d spend at least some of their time with the exploration teams.
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After-note
If you enjoyed this book please return to where you found it (or to Smashwords.com) to check for other titles. My novel Under Siege should be out in September / October 2011 and I have several other Novels, that will be available in the near future. Of course there are many other excellent eBooks available through your favorite eTailer or Smashwords, I have enjoyed many of them.
I hope you liked this book, I certainly enjoyed writing it, and most of the time enjoyed working on it long after the original act of creation was past. Overall it took more than five years to write, edit, critique, (stir repeat) and the dedication of a wonderful family support network of readers, critquers, editors and supporters. I appreciate the folks at Smashwords.com for accelerating the eBook revolution.
If you want to learn more about the author take a look at my bio page on Smashwords or my blog at:
http://www.ThisWorldandOthers.wordpress.com.
Cheers
M.A.Harris
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