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Foreword
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This novel takes place in the world I imagined in my first novel, The Colonisation of Mars (TCOM), in which humans (Americans) actually sent the nuclear-propelled spaceship Orion to Mars in 1970. And many other manned missions, not all successful were sent too, some long before the story of TCOM takes place (circa 2040). 

So relax. This is not the well-ordered universe of today. This is about another world, one as alien as today’s militaries are to the author.
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Latitude 19.10N

Longitude 061.6W

Common Name—NE Lunae Palus

Lunae Palus Quadrangle MC-10

April 2047

Almost 1200 kilometers southwest of the Main Habitation Module was an historic site that had long been of great interest to him, the site where the massive atomic powered spaceship 'Orion' had crash-landed. While the site was easily seen in high resolution orbital images if you knew where to look, only the silver dot in the centre distinguished it from countless other similar scars in the uplands of Lunae Palus.

From the ground the Leaning Tower of Mars looked a lot more imposing, a towering bullet-shaped monument to 1940’s vision, 60’s hope and 70’s technology, dashed by a bit of bad luck and maybe the lack of a good extreme temperature grease.

Apparently, after the atomic blasts that powered the immense craft had done their job of bringing it to within 1000 meters of the surface, the mechanism intended to jettison the now redundant atomic engine had failed. Their exhaust tubes blocked by the pusher plate, the chemical engines for the final braking were useless. Only quick thinking by an engine room hand had saved the ship from violently crashing to the surface. As it was the hard landing injured many of the 47 occupants, some fatally. For ½ kilometer around the surface had been scoured of loose rock and regolith by the last fortuitously timed atomic blast. Nevertheless the ship had slammed onto the surface with enough force to bury the pusher plate fully half a meter into the surface.

With the atomic engine still attached, the payload section was a full forty meters above the surface. Despite this the survivors had off-loaded the exploratory rovers and support equipment and carried out a brief reconnaissance of the surrounding area until diminishing consumables forced them to end the mission. They manhandled the two crew return vehicles to the surface and made a hasty return trip to their British twin, the 'Daedalus', in orbit near Deimos. As befitted the character of the short-lived but heroic United States Air Force Interplanetary Expeditionary Force, they had met disaster and persevered.

From a hundred meters away through the rollagon vehicle’s forward window Orion was overwhelming. At four thousand tons mass and 40 meters in diameter at the base, it was by far the largest manufactured object anywhere off Earth.

The AI announced, ‘I am detecting radiation from the atomic explosives. I estimate that there are as many as five bombs remaining in the atomic engine.’

‘Really? That's not much of a margin.’

‘Sufficient to the need, it seems. You will be glad to know that the surface radiation levels are acceptable for a 728 hour exposure.’

‘Good, cause I want to have a look around.’

He suited quickly, exited the rollagon and walked up to the site. The tracks of other visitors were everywhere, including unmistakably, the tracks of another Colony rollagon and many AIs. For several meters above the surface Orion's painted steel hull had been sandblasted to bare metal; burnished in fact to a dull sheen.

The site was messy and disturbed. Scattered around were piles of gas cylinders, wooden boxes and shipping containers, some empty, some half full of garbage; cardboard boxes labelled in military style: Meals – Ready to Eat, beer cans, tin cans, articles of clothing, boots, books and ball caps and yellowed, whisper thin paper, their handwritten messages bleached and forgotten. 

And surprisingly, given his experience, a haphazardly piled collection of environmental suits; their rank defining colours jumbled; the Velcro name tags removed. Probably had more important things to do than police the yard.

In a neat row a hundred meters or so from the hulk 13 mounds marked the final resting place of the unlucky. To give them the dignity of burial, soil had been laboriously carried in from beyond the blast zone. Some of the suited bodies were partially uncovered and dutiful Mars was in the process of putting the dirt back where it had come from.  The names were recorded on small hand-made copper plates affixed to metal posts pushed into the surface and supported by small heaps of hand-placed rocks. He read the names as he walked along. Death had apparently not been rank conscious. Three of the dead were officers, including the Mission Commander. Or was he the Captain? Nope. Commander.

He spent some time looking at the graves. 

How had they come to be here? He well knew the strange twists and turns that had brought him here, which had brought all of his fellow travellers to Mars, but what kind of a world had sent them?

A world, he recalled, where the rivalries of competing political systems were played out on a very large and public stage; on which the risk of catastrophic failure was an acceptable thing and the only way to earn great acclaim.

How strange it must have been to have signed onto a spaceship to go to Mars. It was to him the classic story of brave military officers and men who volunteered for a space mission of great risk, blasting off from Earth aboard a finned, atomic fire spewing rocket, the military men grudgingly accepting the presence and advice of civilian scientists – those grey-haired sages who were the forerunners of the modern mission specialist.

Yet not one engraved name could he recall to memory. It was too far in the past perhaps; the world had moved on and he, grudgingly, with it. Except for their families, who would never be able to forget, this whole event was an historical footnote, almost the stuff of myth and imagination.  He straightened several markers that had fallen over, pushing the rocks back into place with his foot and with a last look turned back to the ship.

He came upon a pair of open seat rovers, dwarfed by the massive hull, parked ready to go, their dust-covered solar panels extended like parasols. He sat down in one, gripped the tiller, placed his feet on the pedals and turned the Main Power switch. The analog instrument panel came to life; charging rate (Low), O2 reserve (Low), radio status (LED lamp, glowing ruby red). The voltmeter indicated a mid-range charge, good for what, he wondered aloud? 10 – 20 miles on a good day? 

He pressed the speed control, felt the motors respond and the machine shudder, but it went nowhere.  He looked about the cockpit for the hand brake and released it with an easy turn. He tried the accelerator, again. This time the rover moved ahead with a sudden jerk, lifting itself out of the indentations time had formed in the dust. He made a close circle and parked it back in its place, then turned off the power.

But now that he was here, what he really wanted to do was to go on board. Returning to his start point he called up the drawings of the vessel on his HUD and studied them while seated upon a conveniently placed wooden box. There were no ladders extending to the surface on the pusher plate; the plate was supposed to have been gone prior to landing. He looked up through his suit visor. The cables and its massively hooked sheave used to offload cargo swung slowly in the light breeze, just meters away. It was too much to hope for but after a brief search he located the winch control and pulled the cabled unit from its enclosure. Opening the cover he saw three buttons - Up - Down and Stop. He pressed the Up button hopefully. The cable did not move. D'oh. As if! Time had taken care of that.

With climbing out of the question and the winch inoperative he was at a loss for options. Reluctantly he consulted the AI, fully expecting to receive stern a lecture on the dangers of entering a strange and derelict vessel. To his surprise she suggested he try one of the small auto-winches used to lift cargo onto the rollagon’s deck. A few moments later he took the winch and a safety belt from the AI's outstretched hand, with a 'Good Luck' to boot.

He strapped on his trusty Swiss seat and clamped the auto-winch over one of the cables. The little unit purred in his hand and swiftly took him up. He leaned back, holding the cable loosely in both hands.

At the top of the lift a shallow but wide platform jutted out from the hull. The tilt of the ship caused him to be further out than he would have liked. He lowered himself slowly until he could catch one foot and swung himself onto the dusty plate. Peeking down over the side he saw the Rollagon. It was a long way down. He unhooked the auto-winch and turned to the ship. The massive outer airlock door was open.

The interior was dark and vast. Several centimetres of dust covered the floor. Footprints, many old and some newer could be seen – from the last of them certainly, but who else, he wondered. 

He turned on his helmet lamps and looked about. The powerful twin beams were lost in the depths of an immense room of about ten meters height and of an unusual shape. Walking away from the opening he paced off the steps: five, ten, and 20 until he was confronted by a closed airlock door – a door that would give access to the remainder of the cargo deck. He strained to peer through the small bubble window into the darkness beyond, seeing nothing but his own distorted helmet and lamps.

He turned away and walked along the interior wall. There were two sets of mounts attached firmly to the floor – the Crew Return Vehicles had been stored here. Secured along the outside wall in layers three deep were green gas bottles labelled ‘O2’.  He continued along. A tangle of hoses attached pumps to regulators and tanks, a mess of burned electrical cables and piles of damaged electrical equipment littered the floor. Not unexpected, considering. Not really interesting, either.

But near the outer airlock door was a sturdy metal cabinet he had overlooked. The door was stencilled - Small Arms, in red paint. Only the military would bring weapons to a dead planet.

He pulled the door open. There were four short barrelled rifles unsecured in a rack intended for 16. C7s? Below on a shelf were metal ammunition boxes, some with their lead seals intact, others open and half empty. On the floor in the dust he saw the lock, its shackle broken and nearby, a pry-bar, then individual rounds. Unauthorised access. The Authorities always have the keys. Not so orderly as we believed.

He looked back to the inner airlock door. Was the hull still pressurised or had the ship's air leaked away over sixty-plus years? He walked back and examined the door more closely. Without power it could not be operated, unless, yes, there was a small wheel on the door. Thank God for back-ups. He examined the door and read the instructions in black letters on battleship grey as clear as if painted just yesterday. It was straight forward: pull the lock pin, turn the wheel and keep turning. No warnings or advisories plastered the door in bright red. Nothing warned of the dangers of depressurizing the deck. No lawyers on this one. He snorted.

If there was any significant pressure inside the door would not budge.  He pulled the pin and spun the wheel hopefully. After a few turns there was a moment of stiffness when it seemed the wheel had jammed but then, continuing to turn he saw the door suddenly move inwards. He turned the wheel until the door was fully retracted and had started to climb the track to his right. The gap beyond was dark. He stepped over the sill, and grasping the wheel inside, turned it until the door was fully open.

The airlock door opened onto an even larger room, a single open space occupying the remainder of the deck.  He looked around and found again that his helmet lamps were not up to the task. In the centre of the room was a spiral staircase, with a long central rod top to bottom. Otherwise it was more of the same: O2 cylinders lined much of the outside wall, large metal shipping containers labelled radio spares, radar spares, rations, a set of large blue tanks on the floor which were probably part of a plumbing system. Interestingly, much of it was bolted to rails that curved up the wall to allow easy access when the ship was set to spinning. For some reason though not all of it could be moved.

The space was immense; in fact it was as large as any single room in the old MHM, except perhaps the greenhouse. He climbed the staircase. The hatch was open. Despite the spaciousness of the rest of the room, it was a tight fit in an envirosuit. He tried to imagine a full crew in bulky 'spacesuits' abandoning ship through this portal.  

Panning his light he found himself in a much smaller circular room with many oblong hatches leading off. Over each was a sign - Mess Hall, Recreation Area/Radio Room, Officer's Quarters; the same as any USAF Base. He felt no desire to explore them. He, who had beaten a few hasty retreats in his time knew well what he would find: at best things very, very important one moment, useless the next, or worse, impediments, discarded. At its worst it could be a lot worse.

He continued up the central stairway and through another hatch. This one had been forced; the score marks were plainly seen and bolts had been removed from the mechanism. He looked up and saw the distinctive pockmarks of small arms fire in the ceiling and down, the same on the steps. Hmmmm. Firing weapons in a space craft, even one made of steel seems desperate. 

Glancing around the dark room greeted his lamps with returning flashes - computer screens, dials, gauges, the heart of an operations room. The black stains of pooled blood marked the floor and other marks of a bloody corpse being dragged away were clear on the grey deck.

The positions were arranged in a ring several meters from the outside wall, facing in. He started around. The functions were clearly marked with small placards: Pilot, First Officer, First Engineer, Navigation, 2nd Engineer, and Environment Systems.  Each had a small computer monitor, and keyboard, rows of dials and lights and swivelling chairs with five-point belts. He stopped at the Communications and Radar Systems position, but not out of professional interest. The console had been smashed by something heavy, intentionally probably, given the lack of other damage.  He completed his circle. A solitary chair was located near the Pilot's position - the Commander's chair, no doubt.  Off to one side was the Commander's Ready Room, the door closed. He pushed it open with his foot and entered.

It was small room - sufficient to the need - she would have said. A computer terminal was on a small table, with radio communications gear, both were smashed. A single chair, a cot - unmade, the pillow still bearing the imprint of a head. On the floor near the wall, a service pistol, its action to the rear. Pockmarks in the wall above the chair and bed. Blood splatters? So this is where it had happened. A story was forming in his head. Why? What could be gained? What had he wanted that they could not do?

Papers on the table. A ballpoint pen. An overturned glass. Glass! He looked them over. A report of O2 consumption with numbers circled in red ink, several pages of dosimeter readings, a blue covered logbook, handwritten. He flipped through it. Many pages had been ripped out. What remained was a day by day record.  The early entries were largely technical, with the inevitable report of the joys and pains of weightlessness, then as routine settled in they fell off, with days skipped, it seemed. Near the last were notes of the growing image of Mars looming in the view-screens, then they again became concerned with technical matters.

The last date was more than two weeks before the landing. Pity. Nothing about the man, the adventure, the experience, the mutiny. Perhaps the Commander had removed them, to exonerate himself. Or others, to remove all traces of the unforgivable. Had it been a choice of stay and make do or return?

The official record said nothing of this. All deaths were due to the violence of the landing. What else could it have been?

He went through a moment of indecision, to keep it or not. Who would care? Who would profit?

He placed it back on the table. He sat on the cot, feeling the bounce. He got up and went into the Ops room.

There was nothing else noteworthy. No ‘We'll be back!’ scrawled on the wall. No obvious signs of violence, no obvious signs of disorder. 

He looked around one last time and descended the spiral staircase. He looked at everything with new eyes, seeking some sign of what had gone on, seeing nothing. Whatever had happened had been swiftly and efficiently done.

Arriving on a darkened cargo deck he suppressed a moment of panic. The airlock door was closed; closed tight and seated against the jamb. With shaking hands he spun the wheel and was relieved to see the door open. He had failed to open the door to its fullest extent. Closing the inner door securely behind, he returned to the surface.

Somberly, he walked around the base of the ship seeing more signs of other visitors. The tracks of a small wheeled rover could be seen in the lee-side dust. It had been quite some time ago; dust-filled footprints were all around. Something had been painted on the hull in large red letters across the USAF emblem. He had to stand back to read it. ‘Bulls shit!’ Well, they weren’t Americans!

He continued on and completed his circumnavigation of Orion.

Reluctant to leave without some keepsake, he picked through the piles of discarded waste. Among a heap of kitchen garbage he found a long metal chain made of beer can pull-tabs. He slung it over his shoulder and continued poking through the piles, in search of something unique, something that would perhaps reveal the identity of one of the crew. He found nothing of that sort and settled for the lid of a cardboard ration box, marked with the faded emblem of the Orion superimposed upon a red disk of Mars.

Alas, there had been only one pair of Orion-class ships. It had been said that mothers everywhere loved Orion, but they didn’t like the bombs. It had been both too early and too late; even in a world that had seen the use of tactical weapons and fallout from decades of unrestricted testing of atomic weapons. He took a last look around and returned to the rollagon.

Without a mirror or picture frame, he draped the chain around the helmet of one of the envirosuits in the airlock. The box lid he placed with his other mementos.
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Science Editorial from the San Francisco Re-Examiner 

(1 June 1970)

Weapons in Space – a Historical Perspective

By now most of the world and hopefully everyone in America is aware of the impending launch of the USAF Orion nuclear-powered spacecraft from the Nevada Test and Training Ground en route to Mars with a crew of forty, including a number of scientists with specialties in space travel, space exploration and Mars. The mission, while being conducted by the USAF, is claimed to be peaceful. As the Secretary of Defence explained to yours truly at a briefing held at the San Francisco Naval Shipyards yesterday evening, attacking enemies from space is pure science fiction. ICBMs with their ability to strike within fifteen minutes or less from launch with extreme accuracy and with proven recall / redirection capability have seen to that, thankfully.

The use of nuclear bomb explosions (some four hundred are reportedly to be used) it is claimed will only marginally add to the global and particularly America’s background radiation level.  Were this a different world, one in which nuclear explosions have not been (and maybe never were) until recently an almost bi-weekly event, the increased levels might be deemed ‘significant’. However, their common use in the later days of WW2, in the battles for the liberation of Korea, between India and Pakistan, Chile and Argentina to ‘solve’ border disputes and by the USSR and in Panama for canal excavation and the currently on-going round of nuclear weapons testing in Nevada, Utah,  Siberia and China have made any delta probably insignificant. But not unnoticed.

Opposition from groups of persons opposed to this ‘desecration of Earth and its life’ have fallen on deaf political ears, here in America and elsewhere, and in particular, the USSR. There is simply too much at stake and too much at risk for global disarmament and an end to their use. The militarization of space is accepted by the great powers and has been since it became possible well over two decades ago. The price of freedom.

We may at some time in the future change our minds about this. One cannot foretell the future with any degree of certainty. If I could, I can assure you that I would not be Science Editor of this well-intended but small (in distribution, but not thinking) weekly newspaper.  Perhaps someday all of our planet’s co-inhabitants will be able to see, hear and perhaps feel the agony we are inflicting upon Mother Earth and more easily and perhaps more effectively share their opinions and feelings with each other and their respective governments.

Someday, perhaps, but not yet; not now. We’ll see how that goes.

Until then, Godspeed Orion.

Here’s to a successful mission and a safe return.

Godspeed.
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CHAPTER 1 – NTTG - MAYBE
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Latitude 37.14N

Longitude 115.30.40W

Common Name - Area 51

State of Nevada, USA

1 June 1970

It was a sunny day in Nevada, not all that uncommon, thankfully. The scene is the Control Tower. The Tower Controllers, a Captain USAF Air Traffic Controller and a Technical Sergeant (TSgt) B-Stand are well into a routine day; a routine day in which test aircraft, some of which purportedly did not even exist took off and landed, sometimes routinely, but disturbingly and often, under less than ideal situations. For them, safety was not primary; risks were required; risks and the consequences were to be accepted, analysed, corrected for and appreciated. For the Captain, who had served at four air bases previously, this place was special. No. Not really. Just different.

The intercom buzzed with a call from the Senior Radar Controller in the Ground Controlled Approach Section out on the field.

‘Incoming traffic, Tower. Call Sign November 13403. Lima – 188 Charlie. VFR. Heading 240, well below MDA. Coming to you on Tower freq.’

The Captain reacted. ‘Copy that. He hasn’t called in yet.’ 

He turned to the Sergeant. ‘A 188C? Not a lot of those puppies in our outfit. That one of ours?’

‘Not listed, sir.’

Time passed as it must, but in the ATC world that is just tens of seconds, max.

‘Well. Call home, friendly, will ya? And where the hell are you?’ 

They looked around expectantly and were not disappointed.

Suddenly, without warning the plane, with USAF symbols clearly marked, flew over at high speed a mere hundred feet or so above the Tower and banked sharply to the north, maintaining its low level.

‘Shit! Some of those guys just do not get it,’ said the Sergeant, shaking his obviously perplexed head. 

‘Yes. Not the first to buzz the area. They may need to restrict access to this whole area to keep out the sight-seers.’

‘Yeah, but that guy’s no sightseer. He’s one of us!’

‘Yes. Well regardless he’s off to see the Wizard of Orion. I don’t get it. Why? Why would you...’

‘UFOs! They think we’re building UFOs here!’

‘You’re joking.’

‘Wait for it man. It’s coming. Big time. Don’t you read the papers, Cap?’

‘You’re joking.’

‘Yes.  I am, but they ain’t. And he ain’t the first. Last shift I sat three civvies flew in close without any clearance or notice. Didn’t even bother to give us a call-in. The Maj was pissed.’

Unhappily the Captain pulled his mike up to his face.

‘November 13403, November 13403. This is Tower Control. You are in violation of facility flight rules. Land immediately. I repeat. November 13403, you are to land immediately, runway 04. Cleared to land. No reported traffic.’

He waited a few endless seconds, then, ‘November 13403, respond. Respond.’

Well off to the north of the airfield several long miles away the monstrous Orion ship could be seen shining in the sun.  The aircraft, heading directly towards it and still low to the ground, went out of their sight.

Nothing heard, again. 

‘November 13403, this is NTTG Tower Control, respond. Respond.’

He picked up his binoculars and looked northwards.

Moments later a cloud of black smoke arose to the east of Orion.

The Captain sat down suddenly in his chair. There would be no response. From training, but not from any hope, he pressed the alarm.

‘Shit!’

He pushed the button again and then picked up the phone to call the BATCO.

‘Hello Major.  It’s Captain Gifford here. We’ve just had a plane go down...out by the Orion site. Crash rescue is on their way...November 13403. Lima 188 Charlie... no idea yet but looks bad...no...never called in...wait one...FP says Syracuse Hancock New York...seven and crew of three...will do.’  He put the phone down.

‘Shit! How many times can you say shit!’

The Sergeant did not respond.

‘Get Ops on the line and tell them we’re shut-down TFN.’

‘Fifty one too?’

‘Yeah. Them too.’

‘Ack,’ he paused.

‘You think the TSB will get to see this one?’

‘You never know. You just never know. Get on it.’

‘Will do.’
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CHAPTER 2 – PERSONNEL ISSUES
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2 Jun 1970

Lieutenant Colonel (Lt Col) Stephen Edwards, Commander of the Orion looked around the briefing room and took a deep breath.  He had thought these days were over, these round table discussions where rank, fluffing and puffing, economics and personal need often trumped engineering, necessity and common sense. Here we go. Again.  

Launch day could not come too soon for him. He exhaled silently and called the assembled multitude to order, nodding respectfully towards the ranking person at the table, Colonel Ira Asner, who also happened to lead the USAF’s Interplanetary Expeditionary Force’s (IEF) Orion team. The Colonel called for a moment of silence in recognition of the sacrifice of the five Orion technical personnel, of Captain White, who had been the Orion’s designated Communications and Radar Officer and the so-far nameless crew of N13403. He offered that the cause of the crash, while unofficially obvious and awaiting official investigation by the NTSB was not on the table. He did offer that NTSB involvement had been unavoidable in this case, due to wide-spread public knowledge of the Orion’s existence, its mission and its imminent departure.

Once that absolute necessity was over, the discussion turned to the impact of all this on Orion. Captain White and the others, all Technical Sergeants, had been returning from a training course on the radar and special purpose communication systems used on Orion.  Their knowledge was replaceable of course; the systems, with some few exceptions, had been in use for years. Their bodies and minds however, were not. They had been selected almost a year before and had broken the bonds of Earth – meaning they had settled family and personal issues – or in other words, had committed to the mission, been trained on the unique challenges of space travel and were ready to go.

That Captain White was double-hatted as Edward’s Executive Officer and had thus been chosen to be second in command complicated things a bit.  That he had been a personal acquaintance did it further. Captain White had served on an aircraft carrier, two in fact and was familiar with the way things were done on Navy ships, something most airmen were not. Potentially valuable things had been learned. And while it was never formally discussed, everyone in the room and especially him had realized that the size of the ship, its organisation and in some ways the very mission itself was more in keeping with Navy ways and means than the USAF’s. But this was the IEF. This was new. To everyone.

They moved on at Colonel Asner’s pace and direction. He summarised their situation:  the mission was due to lift off in less than 30 days. Delay was possible, but each day of delay increased the number of bombs required and therefore reduced the already questionable safety margin. The options were therefore simple:  go or stay.

Heads nodded. Everyone in this room knew that plans were afoot over at NASA that would dissemble the USAF’s IEF space program and by extension, Orion. It had always been a longshot. The price of delay could not be underestimated, nor ignored.

Point made, they, or rather Colonel Asner moved on. He asked if there were any others on the radar course. No, it turned out, there had just been their group and some Canucks, three or four, maybe. Were other qualified personnel available and ready to assume their positions?

‘No. There are not,’ someone offered.

‘Wait,’ someone else suggested. 

‘Yes, there are. Some back-ups are still available, working in the Area’s workshops. Not our first choice, but they’ll do. We’ll have to go through it with them, though.’

Someone else advised, ‘But not enough to fill all the positions. And there is no one available to replace Captain White.’

The inevitable point arose from all the others, yet remained unspoken: surely an officer could be replaced by an enlisted person who was skilled in the technical side of things, and maybe would or could in the end, be of more help?

‘Yes, perhaps,’ Asner replied. All around heads nodded in agreement until it came to Edwards. 

‘I need an Exec.’ A plain and simple statement, but not well received by this mixed bag.

The inevitable point arose, this time from a chorus of voices, ‘Why?’  

‘You have a skilled crew.’

‘Yes. There’s no need for a co-pilot here.’

Others nodded, quickly assenting. 

Colonel Asner’s head nodded slowly in something Edwards hopefully reflected was other than agreement. No mystery there, he thought, to himself. 

The inevitable answer was given by Edwards in a calm, leadership-styled voice mode that belied the outrage he actually felt at this intrusion, this rather late intrusion, in point of fact.

‘The C of C. I need a 2IC. And if it was up to me, as you well know, I’d have at least one more technical officer. But we’ve already beaten that to a dry pulp.’

He paused, hopeful the Colonel would end this. Nope. Press the point.

‘So we need an Exec. And he is to be a communication and radar specialist, hopefully with a degree in electronic computational systems.’ 

Heads nodded sagely.  Yes. It sunk in. Finally. Yes, it usually did, but you never knew when.

Colonel Asner looked down and then away towards the door. 

‘That’s it for now,’ the Colonel announced. 

‘Carry on as per the schedule. I’ll make a few calls and see if I can shake someone free. Meanwhile dig up those back-ups and keep things moving. Gentlemen.’

A dramatic pause followed. 

‘We are getting out of here. Make it so.’ 

As the others left he looked at Edwards from across the table. He shrugged his shoulders, tipped his head and lifted an ear and one eyebrow in succession.  Not a good sign.

Edwards sat back down. The meeting had been brief and to the point. Maybe a little too brief and too much avoiding the points for his liking, but done was duty.
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CHAPTER 3 – FILLING THE VOID
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9 June 1970 

Step 1 – Opportunity Knocks

The records of interactions between heads-of-state via post and telephone and perhaps even intra-personal conversations are never documented and given the technical, personal and political difficulties of such, perhaps never will be. Suffice it to say that Prime Minister Camp did not initially appreciate the lateness of the call from not-a-personal-favorite-under-any-conditions, US President Barry Goldwater, but soon did. The offer to participate with little - indeed, virtually nil - financial investment accompanied by a potentially enormous gain in personal popularity was irresistible.  He waited until the am to call in the Minister of National Defence, who waited not a moment to call the Commander of MARCOM, who waited not a moment before he called the COs of Canadian Forces Base Shearwater and Atlantic Fleet Headquarters to give them directions. And so on, the words trickled down. And suffice it to say that the word was passed at more than the speed of rumour. Not a small achievement, even in the 1970s with all of its high tech wizardry.

Step 2 – Opportunities are presented

The same action as described below took place in a number of offices on several Canadian Forces Bases and indeed, with slightly altered circumstances in offices at Area 51, all within the same time span. The questions asked, the responses given, the manner in which the questions and answers which were given differed slightly of course, but the whole process could be characterised clinically, as follows:

Member enters office of Superior and pays compliments; is told to sit.

Superior – ‘I understand you have just returned from a radar and comms course?’

Member – ‘Yes, sir.’

Superior – ‘How was it?’

Member – ‘Great, sir.’

Superior – ‘Something has come up. Something of national importance. You’ve heard about the USAF plane crash?’

Member – ‘Yes, sir. I knew some of those guys who were killed. They were on the course with us.  Can’t say I knew them very well though. Still...some nice guys.’

Superior – ‘Yes. Well the President of the United States has asked the Prime Minister if Canada can provide replacements. Your name came up. You’d be serving on that spaceship.  You know anything about that?’

Member – ‘Yes sir. They never stopped talking about it.’

Superior – ‘Well? Are you in?’

Member

1/ ‘Fuck yes! Oops. Sorry, sir! Yes sir!’

2/ ‘No sir! Family? You know? Sorry sir, but I just can’t.’

3/ ‘No sir. I am afraid of heights. Sorry sir, but I just can’t.’

4/’Fuck no! They’re all going to die! And they know it. Sir!’

Superior –

1/ ‘Great. Pack your kit. You leave tomorrow. And by the way, you’re being promoted. See your boss on the way out.

2/’Understood. Thanks for coming in. Let me know if you reconsider. They’re in a big hurry.’

3/’Understood. Thanks for coming in. Let me know if you reconsider. They’re in a big hurry.’

4/’Understood. Thanks for coming in. Let me know if you reconsider. They’re in a big hurry.’

Member – ‘Yes sir!’

That was the easy part. Next came the hard part.

Step 3 – The First Casualty

It was not the first time they had had this sort of discussion. She knew (of course) what he did, who he did it for (always) and why he did it (usually).

Often, but not always, it was based upon decisions and commitments made a long time ago, before they had even met that had to be lived up to. Extended duration temporary duty and postings to challenging places were a hard fact of life for them but something more to her. They marked the loss of a job (always), the loss of often hard-won friends (always), changes in schools for the kids (always), loss of the family doctor (always), the loss of everything in fact that made up what she called ‘home’, (always). You could get tired of that.

His leaving was always tough. It never got any easier. There was always a price to pay.

Loneliness, depression, increased stress. And the kids! No amount of telling, of rationally explaining the necessity, of focusing on the very importance of it could do it, especially for the younger ones. Eventually, (no always) they inquired: when is Daddy coming home? 

Up to this day there had always been a date, a point in time when he would be back. Back home. Sure, it was usually off by a few days, but somehow the kids had come to understand the vagaries of service life.

You took it. You put up with it. You accepted it. 

That is, unless you were willing to, for any number of reasons, to walk away. That was always an option. Walking away was always a possibility.

Many had. Many had not. Walking away was a decision never made without difficulties, without a price to pay. 

Friends, through a manner of sharing that was uncommon to many humans and inexplicable to most, who were almost family, helped. And sometimes they were more available, more predictable, more caring, more understanding and more supportive than one’s own family. Often they shared the difficult as well as the happy moments, like birthdays, anniversaries, promotions and postings. This bonded people. But sometimes, for some of them, it was not enough.

This was different. There was no end of date for this. And like war, something she had seen, felt, experienced with and through him, there was a ‘probability of death’ in this. 

She heard him out. She considered this one. This latest one.

It was tough.

Fed up. A good summary phrase. A good choice of words that spoke volumes and said little, revealed little.

Afterwards, she sifted through her feelings, all negative, seeking the cause of the negativity. Unlike war and foreign service tours, this time he was volunteering. He was choosing to walk away. Not from them. No. This time it was from her; from their family; from their relationship. And more.

Fed up was a good expression.

Well, this was her time to say goodbye. She would walk away.

In her heart of hearts she knew there was more love left for him. But love was not enough, she’d learned, to see the journey through. 

There was an imperceptible event horizon that sometimes hid unimagined/unimaginable endings.

And he would have to live with it. With all that implied. 

The price of paying court to Service.
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CHAPTER 4 – THE CANADIAN CONTINGENT
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13 June 1970

Heinz met them at John’s Lunch on the Dartmouth side at noonish, not because of some military principle or protocol, but rather because the halibut tips and deep fried clams were great and the beer, Keith’s of course, was served icy cold. They filled the booth and needed an additional chair. The staff, friendly as always, noisily accommodated them. For a well-founded reason he looked at the diners in the adjoining booth and across the row. Locals. What could go wrong? Seriously? Yes seriously.

It was planned for the three of them to leave together the day after tomorrow. He would follow a couple of days later.

Of course they had not seen each other since their return from the course and it took a few formal minutes getting reacquainted. And as usual, they insisted upon calling him sir or LT. It took a few tries and minutes but eventually they seemed OK with just ignoring the need to refer to him in any military way. From experience he knew that when needed it would resurface and indeed, would push its way to the front.  He knew their names, their units and jobs or at least, he thought he did. One was Navy, a Master Seaman Radio Technician; the other two were Radar Technicians (Nav Aids) Master Corporals from the air base at Dartmouth. All, to use a newish sort of phrase – were journeymen tradesmen. All newly promoted. All three had been expecting postings to units where their new skill sets would have been employed. So much for that. 

And all three had accepted the offer from their respective superiors, conditional upon passing medicals, interviews, etc. The usual.

They talked a while about the dead Americans. A couple of them had been nice guys, good drinking buddies, good story-tellers, hockey fans even - but not the Leafs or Habs, of course - who paid their share of the bar bill and had helped them eagerly when required with some of the more difficult and obscure details of the systems they’d encountered on the course. The others? They were about what you’d expect, eh?

Returning to themselves they told him something that was known to him, that none of them had ever worked on the APD or FPS radars, nor the somewhat weird communication equipment they had just seen. But as Alain - or Brain, as he preferred to be called for some reason – said, electronics is electronics, a tube is a tube, a magnetron is a magnetron, a servo is a servo, an ACU is an ACU, until Bruce, mercifully, put him in his place by reminding him about the existence of transistors and integrated circuits. 

He hoped they were right. His own specialty was computer systems engineering, not radar and comms. And he hoped they would never learn that his nickname in military college had been Punch-card Hinnie. Who needed that? Really? 

He’d better not get drunk with these guys; he might tell them himself just to get them to stop calling him LT, at least in bars.

The conversation stayed away from the personal, but he knew from reviewing their pers files that the Navy lad Alan was single with no personnel issues identified, so far. Alain was married; no kids; no issues obvious, so far. Bruce too was single and had no issues. Too easy. So much for them. 

He shared nothing about his own experience in dealing with the Admiral’s offer that had, unlike theirs, not been held out before him to accept or reject, but rather been jammed down his throat. Swallowing it whole meant yes. Gagging and throwing it up in the Admiral’s face, a face he had served under before on the Cree meant ‘No, I accept that my career is over’. Yes.

The Admiral was not known for a kind, compassionate approach to personnel selection. Part of the price.

Not surprisingly, like him, they knew little of Orion, especially the means of propulsion, the mission and the duration. None of them seemed too concerned at this shortfall of possibly important information and frankly, as they reminded him cheerily, it was not their job to fly the ship, clanking bottles together at the end for emphasis. They were there to take care of the radars and communications systems and had been relieved to learn, as he had only recently learned, that they would be working on the ship with USAF techs, aka specialists, whatever that meant, on the systems they had just seen in Syracuse.  

None seemed too interested in what would be his main job - the programming, care and feeding of Orion’s two D-37C mainframe computers.

‘So what do you know about Mars?’ he asked from mere curiosity.

‘Red, dead and dry, according to the Encyclopedia Britannica,’ offered Desharnais. ‘For a long time, too. Millions of years.’ Heinz nodded in agreement.

But it went on, of course. How could it not. Beer!

‘Yeah. Things are different ever since that Mariner 3 thingy went by and took those pictures. No vegetation, no water even. Just cold thin air and lots of ice. No canals. Nothing to support life. Just like Medicine Hat. In February!’ Desharnais

‘BS! That’s BS. There’s a cover-up going on. The government wants you to believe there’s no life there because of religion. But it’s everywhere on Mars. Wait and see. You’ll see I’m right.’

‘Bruce!’ Desharnais sneered, ‘Give me a break! That’s BS and you know it. It’s about the money.’ Mackenzie held his piece. Amused, so did Heinz.

‘No, dude! Politicians are afraid of losing votes if they support looking for life. Not just Mars. Anywhere. There have been lots of radio stations set up to listen and communicate with the Martians. And even far away stars. Jupiter, too. Look it up!’ Swinemar. Of course.

‘Look it up where? Up yer ass?’

‘The National Host.  The Gloom and Doom. The New Gawker.’ Swinemar laughed, ‘Look. I’m just ‘effing kidding guys. I can’t believe you got sucked in by that shit. The oldest trick in the book and you fell for it. What a goof! Dummies. ‘Effing dummies. But not you LT!’

‘Thanks Bruce. But that Mariner 3 thing never happened. They faked the whole thing.’ They looked at him the wrong way. All of them.

‘What? I mean what, LT?’

‘Just kidding.’ They had a laugh over that. Beer: The great intellectualiser.

Finished with the food and the basics they paid their respective bills and went outside. They parted with hand-shakes, followed by hand salutes and ‘Goodbye LT’.  Ah, tradition.

***

[image: ]


THE NEXT STEP FOR HIM? Pack a kit bag, sign his new will, pick up his papers and a travel advance, say a final round of good byes and get to the airport. Simple enough? Not really.
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CHAPTER 5 – AREA 51 - MAYBE
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19 Jun 1970

Countdown - 10

At last they arrived. Heinz knew that they had arrived because there was a sign, a badly sun-faded sign to the right of the road in writing that became increasingly smaller as he read down.

Special Area 41

Admittance to Authorized Persons Only

Dept of Defence Security Act

One Hundred Percent ID Check Required

Photo ID Required

Trespassers are Subject to Imprisonment

Unauthorized Persons May be Shot on Sight

The vehicle stopped at a gate with a train-style barrier down. A tired looking MP toting a tired looking rifle approached the vehicle. Another with his weapon slung at the shoulder, watched the proceedings from the window of the booth. A third was on the phone. He expected the worst. Why not? After all... 

The guard approached the vehicle, a 'Stop!' hand upraised.

‘Hi Tom. How you doing?’

‘OK, man. Hot though, eh?’

‘Man, ain't it? You're lucky you're in there. Try standing outside for nine hours, man. What ya got?’

‘LT here is Canadian. Lieutenant Navy H Heinz. Joining some sort of mission thing.’

‘Hi LT. You got papers?’

‘Yes. I do.’ He could not fathom the rank insignia. America.

He reached into his satchel and pulled out his travel warrant, two pages that authorized him to travel at Canadian Government expense and little more, but which did at least match his identification and show his destination.  He crossed his fingers, sort of, and passed them to the driver. The MP scanned them quickly.

‘I don't know. These are just Canadian papers. You got anything official? American? Anything that says you are authorized to enter?’

He had dreaded this moment from the second he had routinely and easily passed through US Customs in Boston. He pulled out the bundle he'd been handed at Langley, suddenly wishing he had bothered to read it over and handed it to the driver.

‘Yes. It's all in there. Everything is in there.’ Surely it was all in there...

The MP handed back his travel orders, took the bundle and leaning his rifle against the car door, fanned the papers with his thumb. ‘Sheesh. This is going to take a few. Wait here.’ 

He looked at the driver and shrugged his shoulders. ‘Sorry Tom.’

‘Hey. You gotta do what you gotta do.’

The MP turned and went into the shack, returning a few moments later to retrieve his rifle he had left leaning on the vehicle. He grinned sheepishly at the driver and turned away.

***
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THEY SAT FOR FIVE, then ten, then 20 minutes and then he stopped counting. It got increasingly hotter as they sat.

‘No AC?’ he asked.

‘AC? AC hammers the gas mileage. We don't use AC. It's stuff like that that's ruining the planet. You got AC in Canada?’

He paused and considered, ‘Er. Umm. No. Of course not. It's just that it's a lot hotter here out in the desert than it is in Moncton. Er, Canada. You know?’

‘Yeah. I know LT. I know. I've been to Philadelphia. That's almost Canada.’

They had to move to the side, twice. Once to allow a transport truck to enter; the other to let a vehicle with a pizza logo dominated by a smirking Grey alien’s face on the side pass though. The driver was waved on without stopping, peace signs flashing on both sides.

‘The pizza guy has access? He just drives through?’ He couldn't help but react.

‘Hey. Everyone knows Miguel. Everyone. What could possibly go wrong? I bet that pizza is going to Ops. It usually is.’

***
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THEY WAITED. FORTY-five minutes later the MP returned. ‘I called and they say it's OK. But I got bad news for you. This is the wrong place. It says you're to go to Area 51.’

‘Oh yeah. Damn! And I knew that! Sorry!’ offered the driver. ‘Well. We'll be on our way. I have to pee first though. Long drive. You may want to go too, LT.’

The MP looked inside. ‘Yeah. Sorry LT. And by the way? Those guys on the gate there? They're not like us. They’re real dicks. You could be in for a long wait.’

He groaned, inwardly of course. He smiled back. ‘That's OK guys. I will take you up on that offer to pee though.’

‘Yeah. Tom can come inside but you'll have to go behind the shack, LT. Sorry.’

He groaned outwardly and got out.

In what seemed like total compensation for this, they breezed through the gate at Area 51. They had been expecting him and apologized for the mix-up and delay.

‘Oh well.’ What else could you say? Lots!
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CHAPTER 6 – TIME SPENT IN RECCE IS SELDOM WASTED
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Countdown – 9, 8, 7

It was just nine days before the scheduled launch date before Lt (N) Heinz arrived and several days later before he met anyone associated with the Orion, or the mission of the ship itself.

Some of his Day 1 time was spent of course in finding Headquarters aka HQ, ‘reporting in’ it was called, aka ‘finding out where things, your job and people are’, then settling into his room in Temporary Quarters which turned out to be a pre-fab building next to what he soon learned was the so-called ‘Launch Simulator’, a noisy contraption that ran 24/7 that he was never personally introduced to but which he learned about from the other ‘Canners’ as they were being called, that certain aspects made it necessary - and apparently advisable - to empty one’s bladder before entry. He never had to figure that one out for himself. Until it was too late.

He was uncomfortable to say the least with the lack of a process and assigned staff to introduce him and the other Canners to the Orion mission. Surely this late in the game he surmised, someone should have been leading them around, showing them things and introducing them to the people with whom they were going to spend a significant portion of a stressful and possibly tentative life.

Later, in a moment of extreme candor, the Commander, whom he had not as yet met informed him that the participation of the Canadians had been resisted until the last moment by some parties, with their involvement only being confirmed and – no offence apparently intended – accepted as ‘unavoidable’, at the last possible moment. That explained it all.

***

[image: ]


THERE BEING NO OTHER way it seemed he went back to HQ and inquired re the location of the others in the ‘Canadian Contingent’, as the messages he had seen had referred to them. It turned out that they were just across the ‘street’ in another temporary building – the Other Ranks Temporary Quarters. 

By now there was something in the design of the buildings, the entire place in fact that stood out from the normal world’s military bases. Simply put everything was partially built into the ground and the windows facing the launch site were small and heavily built. There were flat panels, hinged, that could be lifted up to create a sloping surface too. 

Temporary they may have been but built to survive they were too. Blast proof?

And, there being no other way to get in touch with them, he went into their quarters inquiring with each person he met, all Other Ranks (OR), some of whom through body but not spoken language informed him that his presence here was unusual, unwanted and so on, as to where the Canadians were.

Yes. Officers in OR quarters was not a jolly thing, in any universe’s military. Regardless...

Finally he met someone who knew and was willing to share this apparently highly sensitive information with him. 

The Senior Airman who took him there banged heavily on the door and announced with a note of glee in his loud voice, ‘Hey Canners. Get your shit together. You got a visitor,’ and walked away seemingly pleased.

Heinz thanked him for this feat and got a nod back with a final, ‘Eh. No sweat LT. Did time in North Bay.’

Master Seaman (MS) Mackenzie, clothed appropriately in issue tee shirt and boxer shorts, opened the door and greeted him with a slight smile and a hearty welcome. ‘Hey LT, come on in. Excuse the mess.’

‘Mess’ was an appropriate term and confirmed why these quarters were, at least in the Navy, inspected regularly and frequently by Petty Officers, but seldom by officers. He saw pizza boxes emblazoned with the smiling face of that ‘Grey’, empty and full beer cans, pop cans, clothing items spilling from kit bags littering the deck. When had it ever been any different?

Swinemar, who was in full recline on his bed reading a Playboy magazine, sat up, set it aside and grinned at him. ‘I just read the articles on technology, LT!’

‘Sure you do. All night, with your head under the covers,’ Alain retorted.

Heinz laughed. ‘Look. We need to talk. Is there someplace we can go? Some place fit for human lifeforms to sit?’

‘Yes,’ the MS replied. ‘There is a TV room down the hall. Give us a few a minutes to get squared away and well meet you there. Sir?’

‘OK.’ 

He left and went down the hall to a side room conveniently labelled ‘TV Room’ that was mercifully empty. The TV was on, a re-run of Star Trek there for all the otherwise empty room to see. Kirk, in command mode, was speaking with Spock and Bones. 

Entranced, as always, he plunked himself down in a seat. It immediately went to commercial. 

Star Trek.

Sometimes Heinz felt he had learned more about leadership from watching this show than any course that he had been on or OJT. 

Especially how not to act. And from discussion with others, too many others it seemed, he was not alone in this. Yes he, and many others but not all, refused to stare off into the distance needlessly, to wave their arms about madly and to pause...dramatically...except when it helped...improve...the... situation. Still, many aspects of leadership were not openly discussed. Sometimes, it seemed, you either ‘got it’ or, you didn’t.

And ‘Command does have its fascination...,’ was an observation not dealt with in anything he had experienced to date. But Spock’s assertion that ‘It simply exists,’ seemed to miss the teaching point.

And now back to our show,

Bones, ‘There you go again Spock, with your high and mighty Vulcan ethics. Judge, judge, judge. It’s all you do.  What could possibly go wrong with it? We should do that. In our universe, we should do that age reversal thing. God knows we’ve done that getting old and back to young thing before. It was on...’

Kirk, ‘Yeah, Spock. What could possibly go wrong?  Surely you don’t think...they have come all this way to...risk their lives in something that may...not...work? Dedicated scientists of the highest ethics...all working to better all...of humankind? You know...the kind?’

Spock, ‘Yes, Captain. I know the kind. What could possibly go wrong, besides everything? If I were here I would flee to the furthest corners of this planet to avoid these narcissistic people and their economic-return-based scientific research.’

And so on.

A few minutes later they arrived. With a degree of hesitation Heinz turned off the set.

‘I hate that bullshit show,’ someone said.

‘Yeah. Phony.’

‘But some are good.  That Yeoman Janice can shine my boots any time she wants.’

‘Yeah! Get in line, Corporal!’

‘Have you ever heard Klingon spoken by the original Shakespearian actor?’

He called them back to reality. They sat in a rough circle about ten feet apart.

‘What have you been doing since you got here? Has anyone been aboard the ship? Have you met your coworkers?’

The answers were somewhat reassuring. It had begun the day of their arrival. Yes, they had been introduced to the section heads they would be working for, one of whom was a captain – a pilot, aircraft type unknown. Yes, they had been given a tour of the ship and had been provided with instructions re the organisation of the ship. They had attended briefing sessions where they had rehearsed what they referred to as launch, space, landing and emergency modes of operation of the ship. And yesterday they had been to the launch simulator. That had apparently been interesting.

‘You get in something like Ferris wheel chair, strap yourself in and hang on. It starts slow. You get pulled up about 15 feet, get dropped and over and over again, each time a little faster until it happens about every second.’ 

‘Two seconds, is more like it.’ 

‘Ear defenders have to be worn and for a good reason.’ 

‘Don’t bring a coffee cup in.’ 

‘They say it’s as close to the real thing as it can get, except for the noise.’

‘Yeah.’

That explained everything. They asked him about himself. He lied, but for a good reason.

‘Yes. Same for me. But I haven’t actually been in the launch sim.’ What was going on here? Why hadn’t he...?

He asked and they talked. About their supervisors. About the living arrangements for them on board Orion. About more importantly, how their co-workers seemed to feel about the mission and its prospects. That was fruitful.

‘I think they think we’re not spacemen, just comms people. All of us.’

‘A lot of guys have said that nobody has ever done this before, but they don’t seem to be worried about that part.’ 

‘How do you feel about going up in an untested ship?’ he asked. That led on.

‘How do you test a thing like this?’

‘It either works or it doesn't! It's a one-time deal!’ True. Too true.

‘We'll all be heroes or angels so what can we lose?’

‘Do your job. That’s all.’

‘Flying that thing is someone else’s job.’

‘Accept the risks and the possibilities.’ The captain giving the briefing had evidently said that, repeatedly.

Heinz listened intently as it went on. He wished out loud for a beer and they brought a dozen. That helped.

As they relaxed, it became clear to him that despite the extended training session and the necessary show of commitment to a somewhat risky mission, there was a gap – the common gap between support and operations personnel.  They didn’t seem to get it. ‘Accept the risks’. ‘Accept the possibilities.’ 

And disturbingly, if what he assumed from what he had just heard was correct, neither, apparently, did the USAF crewmen. Interesting.

When the beer ran out, he left. It was time.

***
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TWO MORE DAYS PASSED. 

No one troubled him with miscellaneous requests, made demands upon his time to read this, prepare that, nor made any intrusions upon his privacy. 

He read descriptions of the Orion, its systems and the plan for the overall mission; whatever was available in the TV room and hallway of his quarters. Not a good sign. No. Not good at all.

***
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