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Chapter 1 - Earth Leaves
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The winds around Galle Crater were moderate today as two small dust devils whirled in a random dance upon the surface of Mars. Martian Devils can rise five to six miles into the atmosphere but with less force than Earth’s tornadoes whipping at fifty miles an hour. Today these columns rose over three miles high. Upward the slender stream of sand twisting this way and that in the thin atmosphere. No visual sparks of lightning emanated from the twisters.

Alice Morgan, blond-haired at five foot seven, sat mesmerized by the tornadoes’ dance as she watched through one of the main floor portholes of the Mars Base Station. The vortex columns of spraying sand wiggled toward the nearby mountain, Aeolis Mons, the craters’ most prominent feature. These vortexes appear as fast as they disappear.

When the ahman people first arrived, everyone had their fears regarding what intent these new beings had. The mystery had refocused Earth’s petty squabbling toward these aliens. During the interview exchange, the humans began to understand the ahman’s history and their motivation to preserve their kind. Friendships grew between both species. In time, the ahmans built nearby in Galle Crater a space station of their own. They used their base for receiving and exchanging their ships every five years.

The only sound Alice could hear in the base station was the oxygen turbines pulsating throughout the cold metal walls. She shivered in the never-ending cold here in the installation. After a time, one became used to the climate.’ Somehow, she didn’t believe them.

The inhabitants of Mars had become a close-knit family, which is different from her life on Earth. Alice’s relatives consisted of a few cousins who left after her parents died and an older brother who went to work in Africa. The last of her lineage, many generations removed, now lived in Colorado. 

When the murderer of a few Earth killings came to their quiet corner of the solar system, everyone’s safety was in question. Ahman and humans alike came together. She was grateful that her friend Alex Blackhawk and the young ahman, Penda, saved the day.

She felt a presence within her solace moving behind her. With a slight turn, Mike Carone stood beside her as he encircled his left arm around her small waist.

“And what are you thinking about Miss Morgan?” Mike asked, smiling at her.

“Oh, just how calm and quiet it is out there compared to the excitement we had in the shuttle terminal from that killer on the loose.”

“You shouldn’t be thinking about that. Why don’t we go back to my cabin to enjoy this peaceful hour while we can?” Mike whispered in her ear.

“Hmmm, sounds interesting,” she smiled back at him. “Let’s do.” 

After her divorce many years ago, and then experiencing a failed relationship while working on the Moon, her outlook at first was hesitant toward any intimate relationship. At first, Mike was her boss, and she didn’t want to get closer due to her work. However, Mike had always been there for her and she knew that he would be in her corner when she needed him.

—-
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Several cabins down the hall, Max Whitehead and his wife finished their breakfast of muffins sprinkled with dried blueberries, cured ham slices, and apples. He was still lean in his fifties but sported locks of white hair. Leona, a few years younger, couldn’t keep her weight down to the minimum required for Mars. For now, no one seemed to care in the light gravity.

“Leona, I don’t know how you fix such a good breakfast from the supplies we get, but you outdid yourself again,” Max Whitehead told her.

Smiling at her husband, “Oh, you must be ‘Mars Mad.’ It’s the same breakfast we have every morning,” she responded, taking another bite of her jelly-covered toast.

“Well, since we have some free time to ourselves, shall we take a walk on the rotating promenade floor?”

“As soon as I clean up this table, have you taken your pills this morning?”

“Yes, dear, especially the important one.”

She wiped off the small metal table in their cabin and put the used ceramic dishes and cups in the tiny sink.

“OK, I’m ready, let’s go,” Leona offered.

—-
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Alice and Mike rode up in a spiral lift to the shuttle terminal. A new Italian/Mexican restaurant had opened halfway through the concourse. Most residents chose it instead of the isolated cafeteria for the food and the company. The popular restaurant also served breakfast and lunch. 

Reverend Phillips and Harold Pickens, the Security Chief, decided to meet there today for breakfast.

“I’m glad you could meet me, the food is better with friends,” Reverend Phillips said.

“Yes, I’m glad you invited me. It’s a quiet day for now,” Harold reflected on the damage that could have happened if the killer, Jackman, had deployed his air blaster in the terminal.

“Most unfortunate event we ever had. That man must have lost his soul throughout his life.”

“You shouldn’t worry too much Reverend, I saw his profile. His upbringing involved a notorious crime family. He knew no other way to think. Greed will also do that to a person. And what do you think of that Geoffrey character?”

“The universe is a strange place if he really did have ahman ancestry. What are the odds of the alien’s path crossing ours in the past?”

At that moment, an ahman server approached their table.

“What will you two have? The alien asked

“Why Penda, have you been promoted?” Harold asked, recognizing the ahman.

“Yes and no, we have a new cook, Rosie Sanchez. She makes the best breakfast burritos. You need to try them out.”

“Well, that decides it for me, I haven’t had one of those in ages,” the Reverend replied.

“Make that another for me, thanks,” Harold responded.

“Yes, Sers! And what beverage would you like?”

“Orange juice if you have it, Reverend?” Harold asked his friend.

“Yes, and a cup of coffee, too.”

Penda wrote the orders on an etablet to transmit to the cook. “It should be in a few minutes,” Penda stated, leaving for the next occupied table.

A short metal serving machine arrived and opened its’ aperture to slide the drinks forward on a small tray for the men to pick up. The silver-colored robot then rolled back to the beverage dispensing area to retrieve the next set of drinks ordered.

“Tell me Reverend, do you ever think about Earth, I mean going back?” Harold asked.

“Once in a while, I’m sure when the time comes, we will be notified.”

“Oh, I’m sure we will,” Harold responded, sipping his orange juice.

—-
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In the cafeteria, Gene Wentworth and one of his crewmates, Woody Odell got together for a late breakfast. Woody, slimmer and shorter as compared to his robust and taller friend, Gene, grew their friendship into good friends. Both of them volunteered to come and work on Mars in the tunnel excavation and electricals. Woody, was always excited about the next job. Gene, on the other hand, made it known he preferred not to work with the aliens.

“Gene, why do you keep looking at your calendar? You have big plans this week?” Woody asked.

“Just keeping track of my time here and when I can go home,” Gene said.

“You know I haven’t given it much thought. Is your head healed up?”

“Yes, if it wasn’t, I wouldn’t be put back into the labor pool.”

“Sorry about that happening to you. That killer was a real jerk I heard. You were lucky”

“Yeah, let’s talk about something else. We both have a day off and I don’t want to think of work in any shape or form,” Gene said, taking a mouthful of reconstituted hash browns.

“I’m with you buddy,” Woody said, after he took a sip of his hot coffee.

—-
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Major David Holbrook just finished his breakfast in his office as he began to review reports that needed his signature when his desk sergeant knocked on the door.

“Come in, come in,” the Major commanded without looking up.

“Sir, here are some more items you need to sign off on.”

“Eh, what are these?” The Major noticed they were communiques printed on green paper.

“Leaves sir, Earth leaves,” the soldier explained.

“The time sure does fly by. I suppose my name is in there, Sergeant?”

“Yes sir, I placed yours on top.”

“Will you notify all concerned to meet in the cafeteria room for a briefing after lunch, say fourteen hundred hours?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you, that will be all,” the Major said, dismissing the desk Sergeant.

He noticed the names as he thumbed through the ream of paper orders. Most of the time orders were electronically transmitted, but a long time ago the Major wanted a personal touch. He believed all concerned at a scheduled meeting, would be able to ask questions within this short time frame instead of coming in one at a time disrupting his valuable workload.

He flipped through the pages and noticed his son’s name was not on the list. When William showed up as one of the new doctors a while back, the Major met his unknown progeny head-on. The young man wanted redemption. After his father explained how he and his wife met, they agreed to a mutual understanding. William eased off after the explanation. The Major expressed his job was too valuable at the time his son was growing up while he worked for the President.

Before the noon hour, everyone had received the green slip that would decide their future. Alice moved from her small cabin and bunked with Mike in his larger cabin. They decided to make this change in their life, not just for personal reasons, but also to accommodate the new cycle of incoming crew.

Alice sat on the edge of their bed while Mike poured coffee from his brewer. 

“Mike, I didn’t realize that I have been in space for three years!” she exclaimed, holding her green notice.

“Have you taken your anti-radiation pills this morning?”

“Yes. I knew this Return Mandate was coming but didn’t think much about it. I’ll have to decide what to do when I return to Earth.”

“I think it’s pretty funny of the major signing off on Frederick. Maybe he enjoyed it.”

“Yeah, I think down deep he really likes my cat but he just won’t admit it.”

“As to what you will do, come with me, I’ll take you to Idaho to meet my parents. Then after that, we can tour the country for six to eight months and return to NASE, National Aeronautics Space and Electronics, to update our information on space travel.

“I would like to visit my cousin Andrea Stenlan-Hill in Colorado.” Andrea like so many other women had decided to retain her maiden name. It wasn’t so much for individuality but for ancestry registration. Women who had taken their husband's name had been hard to locate in the genealogy records.

“We can see her on the way down. Well, let’s head for the cafeteria for brunch. We can also pick up a box lunch. That way, we will be ready when the Major makes his speech.”
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Chapter 2 - A Quandary
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The common knowledge was those stationed on Mars or the Moon couldn’t or shouldn’t stay more than three years due to the radiation in the weak atmosphere. The ahmans concluded the same premise after deciding their length of stay of five years should be shortened to four. They had built excellent protective dome shelters and had medicines to keep them healthy. For the aliens, it would still be about two years before the next ship would arrive with supplies and a new crew. By now the selected human audience that had received their green memo was accumulating in the cafeteria.

Max and Leona took a table in the front row, Daine Walkins, from Astronomics sat nearby, Gene Wentworth sat in the back of the room, Harold Pickens arrived to sit at another table in the center, and Reverend Phillips entered the room alone, and sat in the back near Gene. When Alice and Mike came in, they decided to sit next to Leona. A few others from the civilian labor pool, including Mathew Miller, Alice’s ex-lover. Those under the service of Major Holbrook milled in one at a time to occupy the empty chairs near Gene and the Reverend. Mathew saw Alice, but she didn’t appear to see him.

Just then, the Major and his entourage entered the cafeteria room and stood in front of his gathering.

“I’m glad to see all of you before me, and for the record, I too, have to take an Earth Leave. But not to worry, I have a well-trained Lieutenant who will take my place until I can return. He is Lieutenant Ronald Jamison, who is standing to my left here. He will be referred to from now on as Major Pro-tem.”

Everyone knew or heard of Jamison, as he had always been friendly. A few years younger than Major Holbrook, he was taller and more slender with short sandy brown hair under his military cap.

“The Lieutenant, as some of you know, arrived here six months ago under my training program on Earth. His scores were one of the highest, and aside from that, I knew his father when I was stationed on Earth. Your father was a good man, Ronald,” the Major added with a personal note.

“Thank you, sir. It has been a privilege to train under your guidance.”

“Now, that has been said, here’s the information you have been waiting for. This Earth Leave,” he began, holding up his memo, “is a directive not just from me but from all Earth governmental agreements. This is probably the only agreement from the New United Nations.

As soon as your replacements arrive, and some have, you will board a ship in two weeks for your trip to Earth. If you wish to return in one year, please check the box at the bottom of your green memo and hand it back to Harold Pickens. Most of you will retain your positions here while the temps do your jobs on Mars.

“If you wish to continue with your studies or training, please check the electronic roster for classes available.” The Major scanned around the room and began again, “All of you know our procedures and the work we do here need to remain secure. It was all right that the press informed the Earth populace about the ahmans, weddings, and bad guys, but I would like all of you to keep it quiet about the wayward ahman going to the Moon. Is that clear everyone?”

After hearing many “Yes sirs,” throughout the room, the Major continued.

“Oh, one last piece of information before I leave you to your own resources, Alice would you like to tell the others about Jennifer and Robert?” Hearing this everyone turned around in their chairs to see Alice better.

“Thank you, Major. Everyone, Jennifer and Robert Bender are just fine, they are almost near Uranus and seem to be fitting in with the ahman crew work schedules.”

After one second everyone started clapping. The Major motioned for silence.

“Well, that’s about it people, and you also know that the Reverend is always there to listen to you.” Then he turned and marched out of the room with his entourage and Major Pro-tem Jamison in the rear. As everyone watched them leave the room, they remained silent until a few started talking amongst themselves. The Reverend decided to stand and address those in attendance.

“May I have everyone’s attention? Good. I think this is a good time for all of us to discuss this matter openly. We are all friends here, and it will be a while until we meet again after we arrive on Earth.”

“I second that,” Mike Carone piped in, “Let’s move into a circle so we can face each other.”

“Excellent idea,” said Harold Pickens.

After much scraping over the metal floor, several people folded the white tables and stacked them against the back wall. They positioned the chairs into a circle. Someone offered to get coffee and water. Mathew took his leave at this moment with others in the labor pool before Alice could notice him.

“I for one may not be coming back,” Reverend Phillips announced. Hearing a lot of ‘Nos,’ he continued on. “Now I am getting older and need to allow new blood to come in. How about you Max?”

“Well, I would love to retire and just go fishing,” he said and stopped when someone yelled out a ‘Yes, fishing!’ “But my wife Leona wants to come back. We will have to talk this out,” Max conceded giving the floor to his wife.

“Yes, as you know I am a few years younger than my Max, but there is so much work to be done with the edibles and medical discoveries. We will talk about returning and decide later.”

Alice saw Gene Wentworth with a huge smile on his face. “Gene, I’ve never seen you so happy before. Are you glad to be going to Earth?” she asked.

“Am I ever! You people just don’t know what a relief this re-assignment means to me. I have no ties here, but a few friends like Woody and you. I have been counting down the days, so I am ready to leave right now.”

“Well, I’m glad Gene, you have earned it. As for me and Mike, we will probably go on a road trip throughout the U.S. Do you have a family meeting you when you get to Earth?”

“No, I was a foster child when I grew up.”

“Oh, I didn’t know. Were they Okay? I mean, were your parents kind?”

“Yes, I guess so, a little strict in a religious way but by the time I was eighteen, they suggested I leave and get a job. They had their own kids to raise.”

“I suppose that happens even in biological families. But we are glad you came here to meet us.”

“Thanks, Miss Alice and what are you going to do once you are on Earth?”

“We plan to visit relatives and later take some update classes to be more fully informed about terraforming this planet. Don’t worry Leona, we won’t take your job. We just want your ‘garden’ to succeed,” Alice said, turning to inform Leona.

The time drew close to the dinner hour and many started to drift out of the room to their cabins or the start of their work shifts.

“Mike we should go and tell Penda, and we can have dinner there too.”

“I’m with you,” he said.

By the time, everyone who had attended the meeting had left the cafeteria/briefing room, other crewmembers entered to receive their evening meal.

—-

[image: ]


When Alice and Mike sat down in the Terminal’s restaurant, they asked the server to check if Penda could come out to see them.

“No, you can’t leave!” Penda wailed as soon as Alice told the ahman the news.

“Now, Penda, you’re not a child anymore. Besides, we plan on returning and we can still communicate with you from Earth.”

“I know, I guess I hate change. I know I will have to leave someday, myself. Oh, and I heard our ship with your humans is approaching your planet you call Pluto.” 

“Thank you. We welcome any news you receive from them,” Mike said.

Everyone still called Pluto a planet even though it was given a dwarf designation in the solar system.

“That’s right, I wish them well,” Alice reflected.

“I’ll get your meals,” Penda stated and left for the kitchen.
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Chapter 3 - Leaving Mars
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Alice leaned against the padded wall while she sat on the bed, writing on her etablet. Frederick, also on the bed, pawed at his fuzzy rat toy when Mike entered their cabin. A week passed since they sat in and listened to the Major’s announcement about returning to Earth.

“You don’t have a shift at this hour?” He asked her.

“No, I was relieved by my replacement, so I came back here to message Jennifer. What about you?” Alice asked, watching him remove his outer neoprene shirt.

“I’m still in charge of the labor pool until we leave. There should be someone arriving in a few days so I can show them the layout,” he said, sitting on the foot edge of the bed.

Alice rose onto her knees to face Mike’s back and began massaging his shoulders. Fredrick came over and decided to do the same on Mike’s arm, purring as he pressed one front paw and then the other.

“Frederick you are going to have to stay in your kennel,” Mike said, picking up the fat cat and placing him inside the cage. Then Mike turned and leaned over Alice to give her a kiss as they both fell back on the bed.

“Would you care for a back massage, my dear?” Mike asked.

“Uh-huh,” Alice groaned, and then Mike’s phone rang. “Don’t answer it.

“I have to, it’s the Major. He wants both of us in his office.”

“Why is it when we start to have some time together, the Major calls? Does he have bugs in this room?” she asked, pretending to look around.

“I hope not. Come, let’s go and we can pick up afterward.”

“All right,” she said, slipping her feet into her black boots by the bed. “It will seem odd not being with the others when we get to Earth.”

“Yeah, that is why we should keep in touch,” he mused, opening the cabin door for her.

“Hi, Max, Leona,” Mike greeted as the other couple walked past their door.

“Hi, did the Major call you too?” Leona asked.

“Yes, he did,” said Alice, lilting her voice.

“Have you two made any decisions on coming back?” Mike inquired.

“We’ll see how the one year works out, Leona wants to be here,” Max Whitehead said as he looked at his wife.

“We’ll see,” Leona added.

Down through the hallway, the small parade picked up the Reverend Conrad Phillips and Harold Pickens.

“Reverend,” began Leona, “What are your plans once you get to Earth?”

“I have a brother I could visit and my newsletter from my old parish says there is an opening there for me. So, I will look into that. But I would really like to travel and see more of the other countries,” the Reverend declared.

“And you, Harold?” Alice asked.

“I will go to the space agency to be recertified. I heard you were too, Mike?”

“Yes, that’s right. Well, here we are.”

Max held the door open for the women. They noticed the Major’s inner doorway had been expanded to allow more room between the foyer and the office. Alice noticed several other people were already present including Gene Wentworth, the new Major Pro-Tem Jamison, the new doctor, William Holbrook, Daine Watkins, and a few other two-year veterans from the Major’s entourage.

“Wow, this looks like a party,” Leona exclaimed, “and I’ve never seen the Major look so happy before.”

“Everyone, come in, there is plenty of room over here,” the Major said. He greeted them with a drink in his right hand.

Mike and Alice just looked at each other when the Major continued. They didn’t remember him smiling so much before today.

“As you know, most of you will be heading for Earth in a few days, so I decided to give you a ‘going-away-hope-you-come-back’ party. We have shared many memories in the last two to three years. I, for one, plan to return and I hope most of you can do the same. Some of you may not have met my son, William, who is the new doctor from the Moon station. He will take his leave in a year to meet up with me on Earth. Turn around everyone; your cake is coming in.”

A private wheeled the one-layer cake on a rolling trolley into the room. Everyone parted to let the male soldier push it through to the head of the center table. Another soldier handed out champagne and juice to all those in attendance.

“Let’s toast to ourselves and for our accomplished endeavors made on Mars for the people of Earth,” the Major announced raising his glass into the air.

Everyone did the same as the sound of real glasses clinked together to start the festive mood. The soldier cut the chocolate sheet cake with white frosting into two-inch squares and placed them on the plates. He set them on the Major's clean desk. One by one, a few people picked them up. The room was now abuzz with everyone talking at once.

“Alice, let’s take ours to our room,” suggested Mike.

“I’d love to if we can get through this crowd without being noticed.”

Inching toward the doorway, the two lovers escaped down the hall about the time Mathew Miller made it into the festivities.

—-
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Two weeks had passed and today was the day those returning to Earth packed their personal belongings for the long trip. Alice folded her best blue Mylar suit and placed it with care into her suitcase. A few other items, like a comb, hairbrush, toothbrush, and lotion, she put them into a smaller bag. She set Frederick’s toys and enough packaged food for three months into a side pocket of her suitcase.

They were scheduled to board one of the new sleek silver solar ships that took less time to travel to Earth this afternoon.

Mike was already packed and ready to go.

“Are you ready Alice?”

“Yes, just one more thing,” she said as she opened all the drawers and cupboards to make sure she hadn’t left anything.

“OK, I’m ready,” she announced reaching for Frederick’s kennel handle on top.

“Here, let me take him,” Mike offered, grabbing the cage before she could. They laughed when they heard soft growling noises from the cat within.

Overhead from the com speaker, a voice announced in a repeated loop, “Attention to all of those who are boarding the Earth ship. Please make sure you remove all of your items from the cabins.” 

“You may board now. Please, have your passes and permits available for inspection.” 

Approvals issued included such items as Frederick, those bringing food onboard, and the Mars samples for Earth’s laboratories.

Harold Perkins, Chief of Security, came up behind them toting his travel bag.

“Harold, you don’t seem to have much luggage,” Alice said, noting his light carry-on.

“No, I always travel light. Oh, here is Reverend Phillips. Are you ready, my friend?”

“Yes as much as I can be,” the Reverend responded walking in step with two large rolling bags filled with his books behind Mike Carone and Alice Morgan.

Soon, Gene Wentworth and others from the labor pool were following them when the Major and his entourage stepped out in front to join the parade. The hundred or more people now had stood in line for their waiting shuttle. One by one, a soldier examined their tickets and permits as they passed the hatch door of their ship. Mathew Miller from the labor pool group entered behind the station workers.

“Matt, keep moving,” urged Barbara, also from labor.

“Matt, keep moving,” urged Barbara, also from labor.

“Sorry, I guess I was just daydreaming for a moment,” he replied. He noticed Alice’s blond hair several people ahead.

A large group of ahmans, mixed with humans, assembled in the shuttle terminal to wish their new friends a bon voyage. Penda, Meeia, Dobi, and Rica were waving off to the side of the crowd. Alice wanted to run over to Penda for a hug but decided that would not be prudent since Ahmans felt uncomfortable with emotional actions in front of others.

—-
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“I hope we see them again,” Penda said trying not to get too emotional.

“We can communicate so we won’t seem so far away,” Meeia suggested.

“Bubba, Alice was nice to me,” Rica remarked.

“Yes, they all were. Come, in celebration, let’s have a root beer float in honor of our friends.”

“Yes!” The other two shouted.

—-
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Captain Jamison, Major Pro-Tem, waved as the reluctant humans walked up the jet ramp into the large ship. Dr. William Holbrook stood nearby.

“Well, Doc,” Major Jamison declared, turning toward the new doctor, “It’s time we run this station.”

“Yes, sir.”

The two turned and walked back to the lifts that would return them to their respective offices.

—-
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Mike and Alice made it down to their ship cabin.

“Well, we are heading home, Alice.”

“Mars is also our home,” she replied.

As Alice walked in, she noticed the cabin was a great deal smaller than her single Mars cabin. Designed to accommodate two people, she noticed a large desk snug against the padded wall with cupboards above. Mike pointed to a computer monitor, flushed within the wall, they could pull out to use. The toilet cabinet was just to their left and contained a small sink. The bed sacks hung near the cupboards along the wall. Pull-down beds were not an option here.

“Oh, put Frederick over in the corner over there and I’ll take the drawers on this side of the desk,” she decided.

“Here’s our work docket for the ship,” Mike said, picking up the sheet of paper lying on top of the desk.

“My old job, how nice,” Alice observed, referring to porthole seal checks and other odd jobs. “What do you get to do?”

“Looks like I will be with Harold Pickens to work out the labor schedules. Say did you pack my razor?”

“I thought you packed your own. Here, while you are unpacking I will head down to the commissary and get you a new one.”

“Ok, I will take care of Frederick.”

“Make sure you hold on to him when he tries to get out,” Alice reminded him as she closed the door behind her.

The commissary was busy when she arrived. It seemed like more people had forgotten something to pack.

“I think I will see how Leona is doing,” she noted to herself as she turned around.

At that moment, she bumped into a man with dark hair and gasped.

“Hello, Alice,” Mathew said.

“Matt, what are you doing here?”

“I have to go to Earth too. Could I talk to you for a minute?”

“Matt, we said our goodbyes on the Moon. I don’t think there is anything else to add,” she said, regaining her composure.

“Maybe, are you happy with Mike?”

“Yes, and don’t you even think of interfering.”

“I won’t, I just want you to know that I’m here if you need help. Did you know I watched you when you left in the shuttle on the Moon base?”

“No, I didn’t see you. I’m sorry, but I have to go now.”

He nodded and then walked past her.

Still shaken by his sudden appearance, she hurried down to Leona’s cabin. Once she found it, she pressed the buzzer by the door.

Leona answered, and Alice, bolstering a smile, greeted the other woman standing before her.

“Alice, come in,” Leona offered.

“You’re not still unpacking are you, I don’t want to interrupt.”

“No, no most of it is put away. Is your cabin as small as this?”

“Yes, I am afraid so,” Alice replied.

“Alice, you look stressed, anything wrong?”

“No, well, I just ran into an old boyfriend who I didn’t expect to see on this trip,” Alice confessed.

“Oh, that’s always tricky. And,” Leona probed

“I just said hello and not to interfere with my life.”

“Good girl. Was he from a long time ago?”

“When I was on the Moon.”

“Oh, that boyfriend.”

“It’s a big ship. Maybe we can avoid each other. Oh, I better get back to the commissary; I promised Mike I would pick something up for him.”

“Let’s get together later for girl stuff. I was also thinking of times when the four of us can play cards or something.”

“Sounds great. See you later,” Alice said, stepping back into the hallway.

She hurried into the commissary and picked up Mike’s shaver. Still disturbed by Mathew’s appearance, she headed for her cabin, wondering how she could avoid him in the three months of travel time. 

Opening up the cabin door, she saw that Mike was still lounging on the bed playing with Frederick. He would wiggle the small rat toy in the air as the big cat tried to catch it.

“Careful, he might take a bite out of your hand,” Alice warned, sitting by the limited desktop still stewing about Mathew.

Mike noticed how quiet she was and decided to give Frederick his toy.

“You look deep in thought, Alice, is anything the matter?”

“No, I mean yes. Did you know Mathew Miller was on board this ship?” she asked.

He sat up, “Yes, he became one of my laborers after he got fired from the Helmholtz Crater mine.”

“You didn’t think to tell me?”

“I thought you were over him?”

“I am. I just don’t like being blind-sighted. I ran into him at the commissary.”

“And?” Mike stood up by her.

“Oh, we just said hello, and I told him not to interfere with our lives. Then I just walked away.”

Mike put his arms around her, “I guess I should have let you know, but with the packing and turning over my work crew to another super was all I could think of at the time.”

She stood up as he circled his arms around her.

“You’re excused, Mr. Carone, what say we go get lunch?” she queried, feeling the warmth in his arms.

“My treat,” he replied, turning. He picked Frederick up and scooted him into the caged kennel.
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Chapter 4 - Switzerland
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As the Mars shuttle left toward Earth, Rosorio Egreog’s two adult children sat waiting for Ramon, the android, to inform them about the details of their father’s trust. Before returning to Earth, their father signed over his properties and business holdings to them before the court sentenced him to prison.

Ramon walked into their private school library located in a small Switzerland village. Adrian and his sister Samantha Egroeg, ages twenty and eighteen, listened to their long-time valet and friend inform them about their father’s current situation.

“What are we to do now, Ramon?” Adrian Egroeg asked. He and his sister lived in comfort all these years, growing up with money and influential friends. It wasn’t surprising that Adrian expected others to let him have his way.

Adrian, almost as tall as his father at six foot four, was slender and blond-haired. His sister Samatha, smaller framed and a head shorter, stood at five foot eight. She had her mother’s dark hair.

“Not to worry,” Ramon said, “your father transferred most of his holdings over to you before he entered Earth. I would be honored to continue my service to you Master Egroeg.”

“Thank you, Ramon, what would we ever do without you,” replied Samantha. “Now what are the conditions?”

“Yes, you are to continue to run your father’s holdings, including the Moon and Mars mines. I transferred all funds and negotiables into your accounts for you to use for the betterment of the businesses. You can, of course, pay yourself whatever funds you require to proceed with your studies or other ventures that would deem fruitful.”

“Thanks, Ramon, I will look over the terms in the morning,” Adrian replied, passing his fingers through his thick blond wavy hair. 

After Ramon left, Samantha peered out of the large picture window, looking down upon the lighted university quad three floors below.

“It’s just not right Adrian, with Father being in jail,” she remarked, turning toward him.

“Probably, but the old devil did this on his own.”

“We should do something to those, those people.”

“Like what? We have our inheritance and the properties. Let our father stew a bit. He brought it on himself,” he repeated.

“It’s just not right. What are you going to do?”

“I am going out to dinner with a charming and happy lady. I suggest you do the same with a young man.”

“I mean about the holdings.”

“Tomorrow, Samantha, I, or both of us can explore our facilities here. Some will include trips to the Moon and Mars. It should be interesting. Maybe we will meet some of the aliens.”

“Adrian, you always seem to have a good head on your shoulders, but sometimes you don’t take things seriously.”

“I do, I just don’t stew about it like you do. Now I’m going in our private shuttle tonight. After dinner, I’ll fly to the Moon. Are you going to join me or not?” Adrian asked, rising from his chair.

“Not this time. I’ll go another time, thanks,” Samantha said and rose off the sofa to leave the room.

“Well, then you might as well be useful here,” He stated. “Here’s a list with our insurance processing center and android manufacturing locations.”

—-
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The congested air traffic couldn’t allow flights out of the city for several hours before Adrian could board his father’s shuttle. During the early hours of the next morning, he packed his etablet with the company’s accounting and documents to familiarize himself with the mining operations. Once onboard, he settled into his chair as the shuttle moved into position for launching from the airbase. Just as he made sure his seatbelt was fastened, someone familiar sat in front of him.

“Ramon, I’m glad to see you. I didn’t expect you here. What have you been doing since yesterday?”

“Collecting information about your new acquisitions,” the robotic servant stated.

“Good.” Adrian looked at the elder valet for a moment. “Ramon, how long have you been in our family?”

“It has been ninety-nine years and eight months, Mr. Egroeg.”

“Oh, please call me Adrian. We’ll have to give you a celebration party someday.”

“No, you shouldn’t, it would not be appropriate.”

“Ah, Mr. Egreog?” interrupted a flight attendant who had just entered the private suite.
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