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The year was 2095 and the old freighter was on its final Moon Mars run. The umbrella shaped heat shield took the brunt of the landing, protecting the freighter and attached cargo pod train from damage as it entered the Martian atmosphere. In order to slow the ship down, Freighter Captain Dixon Cragg deliberately angled the ship at forty degrees so that it was plunging belly first, creating the drag which also created the friction that generated heat to cause the outside temperature to rise to 1650 degrees Celsius.

The forty degree angle, blunt end entry produced a shock-wave that held the heat away from the body of the ship. A single orbit would have the ship low enough to glide on low power, using only the thrusters to manoeuvre and change direction to finally land.

The heat shield folded down to cover the nose of the freighter, and the ship could orbit the Red Planet safely. Fawn Dillow, the rookie pilot, was strangely calm for her maiden flight and her first landing on Mars. The old pilot by her side working the controls only appeared calm, and he covered his anxiety by pointing out some of the obvious landmarks. 

'Olympus Mons. Awesome, ain't she, Dillow?'

'Craggy. I noticed. Kinda hard to miss.'

Dixon Cragg circled the twenty seven kilometre tall mountain anyway. It was over three times the height of Everest. A rookie like Fawn Dillow might not be impressed by the sight, her first sight damn it, of the highest mountain in the solar system, but it blew him away each time he saw it. 'I must be getting old.'

'What do you mean, getting?'

Cragg didn't bite. 'The controls are all yours. Go low and slow for a complete orbit, one tenth power. Then set her down. They know we are here, but it's traditional to request clearance to land.'

Dillow took the controls and the slow orbit gave Cragg time to reflect on things.

Cragg didn't think of himself as old. Eighty four wasn't old these days, when one hundred and fifty Earth years was the normal life expectancy. But he had one of those “interesting” faces, with deep laughter lines around his grey eyes, and when he laughed, which was often, especially at his own jokes, his face became a roadmap of his life, so that anyone who knew him called him Craggy.

Not a big man, having to stretch himself to make average height, he was lightly built and never quite seemed to fill his spacesuit. Fawn Dillow was actually significantly taller than Cragg. Fifty years younger than him at thirty four, her face was unlikely to gather many lines from laughing; perhaps on her forehead from occasionally frowning. Cragg had done his best on the long journey to make her crack a smile, but he saw little humour in her deep blue eyes. Pretty enough, he thought, but where was her sense of fun?

Cragg blamed the training. Their agenda these days, was to pump the rookies full of confidence. Shrinking violets had no place on the Mars run. Too many variables and imponderables. Things that could and often did go wrong. That's why more females than males made it through the selection process and even most of those had fallen by the wayside in recent years. 

It had left a concerning shortage of rookies to hone into fully-fledged pilots. Cragg still suspected there was a bias towards females, because they were thought to be tougher than men. They also had that multi-tasking thing. Probably even the baby thing.  

Oh, sure. Nobody officially admitted that. Ooh! That would be illegal. Discrimination. Not allowed in twenty ninety five. Nor the previous century and a half. And sure, the odd, very odd, token male made it through the selection process. When he was a lad, many years ago, things hadn't been positively skewed in favour of one gender or another. And that was a good thing. As a young buck, he liked the ladies. Heck. As an old timer he still did when he got the chance.

Old timer? Shit. He was only eighty four. Barely middle aged. And yet those shit for brains bean crunchers insisted he took early retirement. Technology was changing and as the last of the “old timers” it was time for him to move over for the handful of rookies to grow as pilots. It was a time of transition and he was expected to play his part.

Six years off the mandatory retirement age of ninety, and they were putting him out to grass, whatever grass was. Nobody had seen grass since the hydrogen wars of 2077. He was told to take rookie Fawn Dillow on her maiden flight and assess her so she could get her tickets, then he could come home and retire on full benefits. She would have the same rank has him, Freighter Captain, first class.

Well. That said it all, didn't it? Bulldoze through third and second class, straight up to first class, after six months training. General education started off at four years old. The two thousand Moon inhabitants were allowed only one child per couple to have sustainable resources. Between the age of three and four, preschoolers were scientifically assessed to determine their strengths and natural ability. By the time they were sixteen, they were already specialising into their different roles. They were generally happy students, because they were learning to their strengths.

All had a basic education of mathematics, the common language English, Earth and Moon history, and the sciences. Mechanical ability was specifically channelled, as were the infrastructure workers such as miners, builders, geologists. Only a handful were identified as potential pilots, freighter captains. From that handful, some were further channelled towards ancillary employment that required an understanding of space sciences, such as pod and ship loaders, maintenance technicians, and designers who would be actually making the ships.

Fawn Dillow was an exception. She had worked in ship assembly, but an urge to fly amongst the stars became an obsession. She persuaded the education commander to give her a chance. After much deliberation, it was decided she could train up in her own time, providing she continued her daytime work. She did this and her dedication impressed the lecturers. So much, she was allowed to be a full time student for her final six months. 

Her commitment paid off to not only becoming top of her small specialist class, but to be fast tracked to become freighter captain first class. All she was required to do was to be assessed by an experienced freighter captain and they didn't come any more experienced than Dixon Cragg.

But shit. The freighters flew themselves these days, right? Computers? Captains only along for the ride? 

So, in the end, he'd agreed to take her in his old ship, due to be decommissioned and stripped for spares. Thumb a ride with Dillow, assess her performance, retire, end of. Three months later, they had made their way from Moon to Mars, and here they were, circling Olympus Mons, and he was seriously thinking retiring would be a good idea.

Moon Commander Anton Forbes hadn't beaten about the bush with Cragg. It was no reflection on the veteran freighter pilot that he was to be retired early. He had served Moon admirably for many years, but technology was changing and they needed bright young things who could run with it. It was time to help bring on the upcoming rookies who grew up with and embraced the new ways and for him and his old ship to step aside. 

Cragg's protestations were waved aside and Forbes had said nothing about what the old pilot would be doing once he'd finally retired. Just some vague indication that something would turn up. After many decades of useful employment, to be suddenly faced with so much uncertainty at his time of life did not sit well with Cragg. 

That dark day of being cast aside like some worn out space boot, came ever nearer. Cragg pushed his depressing thoughts to some dark recess of his mind and he concentrated on the landing.

'Get ready to set her down, Dillow. You need a good safe landing as part of your assessment. Kill me and I just might fail you, so make it a good one.'

Landings and take off's were still always the human bits. The boring space bit was left to the computers and even Cragg had little objection to that. 

Dillow officially announced their arrival. 'Fawn Dillow requesting clearance to land, please.'

'Clearance granted, Dillow,' came back the reply.

Dillow twiddled knobs, flicked switches, pressed buttons. They were old style controls from a bygone age. Only an old time pilot like Cragg would have any real affinity with such things. 

The cargo pods attached between and above the twin plasma engine thrusters at the rear of the freighter, had to be lined up perfectly on the two hundred metre long cradle, the ship itself to rest on a concrete pad at the end of that cradle. The landing thrusters kicked in, swivelled, blasted red iron oxide sand into the thin Martian atmosphere, and the ship settled without the slightest bump. 

'All systems disengaged,' said Dillow.

The radio crackled. It was the top man himself, Mars Commander Tagg Potts.

'Craggy. How are you, you old fart?'

'Still younger than you, Pottsy. Mind if we get off this old rust bucket?'

'Depends. You got my booze? Say yes, or you can go back and fetch it.'

'Hey. Keep your bloody voice down, will ya? I want to retire, not get fried for hooch running.'

'Relax. There's a solar storm. They ain't getting any signals on Moon. Misty's got the wagon outside. Said something about greeting you in person.' With a chuckle he added, 'Can't think why. I'll see you in Base Three later. C'mon out.'

Cragg felt Dillow's stare, rather than saw it. 'What?'

'Are you kidding me? You threaten my career by running hooch on my ride?'

Cragg picked up his helmet and locked it in place, regulating the air flow. 'My damn ride, remember? This is my command. You're here just to get your damn tickets.'

'Yeah, but...'

'But nothing. Make yourself useful for a change. Grab a few cases. Try giving smiling a go and make a few friends on Mars.'

An unhappy Dillow followed him to a storage locker. Cragg keyed in a code and the door hissed open. The locker was crammed full of cases.

'Shit!' said Dillow. She had heard of conc, and the skull and crossbones label was a dead giveaway. 'Concentrate? You brought them conc?'

'Of course bloody conc. Not much point bringing anything else. And yes. I know it's a bit naughty...'

'Naughty? Try death penalty.'

Craggy grinned. 'Not on Mars and only if they catch me on Moon. Now grab a couple of cases, will you?' Dillow didn't move. 'Please yourself. It'll soon get it unloaded without you. But take the word of an old hand. You either live by the bloody rule books, or you join the rest of the human race instead. We're a long way from home. This would be a good time to decide.'

Dillow, just stood and stared at him, as if he was something unpleasant stuck on her boot. Cragg sighed, picked up three cases and made his way to the airlock. He was about to nudge the inner airlock door control with his elbow, when she joined him, two cases in her arms.

'Smart girl.' The door hissed open and they both stepped into the airlock. The inner door closed and the outer door opened. A suited woman called Misty Rivers was waiting by the ramp. 'Hi, Misty. Long time no see.'

'Hi, you old goat. Got the good stuff, I see.'

'Only the best for my favourite girl. This is Fawn Dillow.'

'Piss off. Not a relation of Armour Dillow?'

'If by that,' said Dillow, 'you mean Space Security Commander Lance Dillow, I'm his daughter.'

Misty laughed. 'I should take a picture of you carrying conc hooch for his records. Come on. Let's go have a feed.'

Cragg and Dillow followed Misty down the ramp to the eight-wheeled buggy, putting the hooch on the back seat. The monster pod lifter was waiting to unload the freight pods off the cradle. High up in the lifter's cab, the operator could just be made out. 'Scotty. That you?'

'Hi, Craggy. All the pod locks off?'

'You got green lights?'

'Nope.'

'Then the locks are on. When do you want to unload?'

'The pod carrier is delayed at the mine,' said Scotty. 'We'll be moving these pods tomorrow.'

'We'll come back and work with you tomorrow, then.'

Leaving Scotty to organise the unloading of the four pods for the following day, Cragg got in the front seat of the buggy, and sat next to Misty. It was a short drive through the red oxide sand to Base Three. Misty worked the airlock doors with the control panel and entered the base. She parked up and they took off their helmets. Cragg grabbed Misty and planted a kiss on her lips.

'Gross,' said Dillow.

'Ignore her,' said Cragg. 'Her generation seems to think anybody older than eighty shouldn't have a love life.'

'Hey,' said Misty. 'Who are you calling eighty? I'm seventy three, if you must know.'

'Sweetheart. I know you're seventy three. You've been telling me that for the last ten years. Any chance of a feed and a beer?'

'Beer?' said Dillow.

'The Martian equivalent. An acquired taste,' said Misty. 'She's a bit up herself, Craggy.'

'Tell me about it. Try months of being stuck in a can with her. Forget the bloody beer. I need a serious drink.'

A big voice from a big man burst out. 'Hey. Craggy. I thought there was a bad smell in here.'

'Frosty. Try cleaning your teeth. It might go away.'

The big black man hugged Cragg, lifting him off the ground. Cragg said, 'Tell me you have my cigars or I'll kiss you.'

'The very best for you, Craggy. We had a bumper crop.'

'Good. I have customers on Moon lining up for them.'

Dillow shuddered. 'Cigars? Don't you realise that's another death penalty offence.'

Cragg laughed. 'It is? Then it's a good job they can only kill me once.'

Dillow looked anything but amused. 'Do I really have to remind you that the growing of any plant for anything other than food is strictly prohibited?' 

Cragg and Frosty shared a look. Cragg said, 'Spoken like a true daughter of the security commander. So what's wrong with cigars? They're made from vitamin T. Tobacco.'

Frosty laughed. 'Craggy. How long have you been sober?'

'Three very long months. It got so bad at one stage, I was tempted to drink the conc. If I don't get shit-faced tonight, I'm going home.'

'I think we can manage that. This way, my friend.'

As the two men walked off, Misty had a word with Dillow. 'A friendly word of advice. Pull your head in, sister. People might actually like you, if you do.'

'I will. So it's true. What happens on Mars, stays on Mars.'

Misty grinned. 'Hang on to that. It'll make for a pleasant stay. Come and get a decent feed.'
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The Mars Base Three was a fully contained ecosystem. One thousand metres by five hundred metres, one hundred metres in height at the highest centre point. One half was generally referred to as “the jungle”, where lush green foliage, trees and flowers provided the oxygen and much of the fruit, not to mention tobacco for home consumption and black market trading with Moon. 

Biodegradable waste was recycled and composted, worms brought in a decade earlier from Mother Earth, aerated it and the compost fed the jungle. A wallowing pool was surrounded by trees, for recreational use. There was accommodation for up to seven hundred and ninety men and women.  

Water from deep bore wells entered Base Two, the water treatment plant, to be filtered and sanitised. It took a lot of effort to run the deep drawn water through the massive banks of neutralisers and filters. The hydroponic garden and fish farm were also in Base Two. All power to run the colony came from solar panels, and a half million litre storage tank of water was always kept in reserve. 

Base One was for vehicles and heavy duty equipment storage and maintenance. Air for Bases One and Two was piped in from Base Three. It was a small settlement of hard working people, the pioneers of colonisation of the planet, intended to be the saviour of the human race when the blue planet finally died.

On one wall of the Base Three communal dining room was a slide show of changing images of people showing a fresh one every ten minutes. Frost had been called away on work duties so Cragg was spending time getting up to date with them. Mars Base Commander Tagg Potts had finally made an appearance and he hadn't wasted a minute sampling the alcohol, conc diluted by one hundred to one, to give the desired forty proof strength. He passed out drinks on the rocks to Cragg, Misty Rivers and Fawn Dillow. 

Dillow was naturally shocked that the Mars Commander, the man in charge of the planet, was casually drinking booze, one of the most serious offences on Moon that at least would get him a prison sentence, or possibly even the death penalty. That she couldn't recall a time that had actually happened was a testimony to strict laws which worked. Revelations of an underground black market in all things illegal shook the very foundations of her sheltered life.

Potts had an American heritage. His family was from a place once known as New York. The hydrogen wars had left it a desolate and empty reminder of how humans had once been masters of their environment, the crumbling towers wrecked and filling what had been busy, vibrant city streets. 

Too many dead had been left by the survivors to crumble like the buildings, not even scavengers around to help clear up the remains. Time and the elements had eventually done the job and their dust had combined with the city dust, fittingly becoming one with it. Any sadness and bitterness Potts felt were buried deep and he had dedicated himself tirelessly to creating a safe place to live.  

'Save some booze for Frosty when he clocks off,' said Cragg.

'I'm sure we won't drink it all tonight,' said Potts. 'Fawn. You don't have to drink it, if you don't want to.' 

Dillow sniffed it, then cautiously sipped it. 'Jeez. That would strip paint.'

Potts laughed. 'Just never accidentally drink the conc. Not unless you're tired of living. That's why there are skull and crossbones on the labels. How's yours, Craggy?'

'Hitting the spot, Pottsy. Who is this guy?' he asked, nodding at an unfamiliar face on the slide show.

'Ah. Joe Dogg, One of the foremen on the mining gang. Died in an accident four months ago.'

'Mine collapse?'

'Not this time. A hydraulic hose burst under pressure. It whipped back and smashed his visor. Not a nice way to go on this planet. Remember this guy? Andrew Foreman, the GenMop man?'* 

'Him?'

'That's the one.'

'He died?'

'No. This is just to make sure he's not forgotten here.'

'He's only a couple of years older than I am,' said Cragg. 'I wonder what he's up to these days?'

'The last I heard he's on Earth still looking after genetically modified primates, the GenMops and other animals, what few are left. He still has Monkly the GenMop's offspring with him. Hardly any of the wildlife primates survived the wars, but the GenMop's in the laboratories survived, and such rare creatures are sources of wonder. He does okay, I heard. There's talk of him paying a visit here one day.'

'Fantastic. Still active at his age. He's like me. Got years of useful work in us. Ninety is the new middle age.'

Misty said, 'Craggy. Let it go. Retire gracefully.'

'Easy for a youngster like you to say, Misty.' 

'Hardly a youngster. But I do feel ancient next to this lovely young woman.'

Dillow guessed Misty's age to be about the same as Cragg's, but she had worn much better. Misty, working with Marcia Potts, Tagg's wife, was in charge of supplies to keep the people fed, clothed and provided with the basic comforts of life. On a world so underdeveloped, that was a challenging occupation, and having seen troubled times on Earth looming, they had begged, bartered and traded anything and everything they could lay her hands on from there, and had built up a significant inventory. 

This had been a blessing others had often dismissed, but when Misty's and Marcia's prophecies of harder times to come finally arrived and their foresight had made everyone's life more bearable.

Misty was kept slim by the largely vegetarian diet supplemented by the farmed fish, and the energetic way she applied herself to her work and everything else. Dillow could imagine Misty being a stunner fifty years ago. Her light brown eyes shone with affection whenever she looked at Cragg. 

Misty asked, 'Are you excited about your first visit to Mars?'

Dillow said, 'I suppose so. I'm keen to see the technology used here, before I make the return trip.'

'No poetry in her soul,' said Craggy. 'Hopefully a condition she'll grow out of in time.'

'She'll be just fine,' said Misty. 'Fancy a dip in the pool, everyone?'

'I never thought to bring a swimming costume,' said Dillow.

'No problem,' said Cragg. 'It's traditional we skinny dip in here.'

Potts laughed at Dillow's face as her chin dropped, horrified at the idea of sharing a pool with three naked wrinklies. 'Relax, Fawn. Craggy's just yanking your chain. We have plenty of spares. Come on.'

After changing, Potts led the way from the restroom, across the sealed road that divided the accommodation from the jungle. There were several well worn and tended paths through the jungle and they followed one to the wallowing pool. 

They passed a small crop of marijuana that was cultivated for “scientific experiments” and could be obtained in small doses. Alcohol was a rudimentary beer from root crops, and wine made from various fruits. The illegal concentrate on Moon was brought in by Cragg and used to trade other things.

Smoking, illegal on Moon, was allowed on Mars. Not condoned or encouraged, but not frowned upon, either. But there was a special fireproof room where smokers could relax and indulge, their smoke extracted and vented outside so as not to mix with the regular air. 

It wasn't a defiance of Moon's draconian ways. Not really. It was in some ways, a simple compensation for the harsh conditions of working on Mars. People were treated like human beings, not machines. Twelve hour days in space suits working the mines and a hundred and one other outside duties, was a telling way to make a living. The dope and booze provided a vital release of tension. 

Abuse was strictly controlled by the security officers, and anyone guilty of either missing work duties, being intoxicated on the job or disturbing the peace spent forty eight hours in a solitary cell, and fined a months salary. They usually got the message after that.

True, the prison sentence for life and the death penalty still existed on Moon, but it was a hangover from the very early years, when booze was smuggled in with deliveries from Earth. A few incidents involving heavy equipment and people dying had meant serious measures had to be taken. A fire in a workers quarters had resulted in two deaths and serious injury to three others and damage to vital equipment. 

One smuggler had been found guilty of causing the death of three men by supplying hard liquor to a construction gang. As an example to others, he was sentenced to death. He was driven to the other side of the moon and abandoned, left to walk alone until his air ran out. He was the only one to suffer such an end, but the law still stood and was enough of a deterrent to at least keep illegal smoking and drinking in check. 

By the pool was a well made wooden bench. It had a brass plate on it which stated, “This bench is in recognition of Andrew Foreman. GenMop trainer. Mars Base pioneer from 2069-2074.” They settled in the pool, and let the warm water wash over them. They had only just got in when a warning bell rang for five seconds.

'An emergency?' Dillow asked, ready to dive out of the pool.

'Relax,' said Misty. 'That's the twelve hour shift change. It goes off one hour before the actual change of shift. You two are on a week's vacation until you are due to go back to Earth.'

Dillow eased her body in the pool, determined to relax and enjoy whatever Mars had to offer. 'I think I can handle that. Cheers.'

*Andrew Foreman, the GenMop man. The story of Foreman and Monkly the Genetically Modified Primate can be read in "One Way To Mars".
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Cragg had been impressed with the change in Dillow. She was no longer trying to act cool and professional to impress him with a view to him giving her her tickets to qualify her as a freighter captain. Out of uniform, she literally let her hair down, and even wore a little make up.

'Sleep well,' asked Cragg, pouring them both a syncoff. He was sharing a table with Misty. 

'Fantastic. I think it's having twice the gravity of Moon that's done it. The extra effort to move about must have tired me out.'

Cragg chuckled. 'Or the booze you got through before you staggered off to bed.'

'I was perfectly sober, if you don't mind.'

'Is that why you danced naked on the tables?'

'Ignore him Fawn,' said Misty.

'Just winding you up,' admitted Cragg.

Misty got up and whispered a few words in Cragg's ear which made him chuckle. Then she kissed his cheek and squeezed his thigh.

'I have to go, Tiger,' said Misty, a knowing look in her eyes. 'I'll see you later.'

'Can't wait,' said Cragg.

It was clear to Dillow the two wrinklies were very good friends.

With Misty gone, Cragg said, 'Drink up. I want to show you something.'

He led her out to the central path that ran the full length of the Base, to a steel stairway leading to an observation platform. The platform was two metres wide, and had a panoramic window that wrapped around and along the double shell of the Base for one hundred and fifty metres.

'Now that is a view,' said Cragg.

'It is pretty awesome.'

'That's the Mons, as we call it here. Fortunately its an extinct volcano, because I wouldn't fancy our chances if it blew. We are actually inside a massive crater. It provides some small protection from the wind storms we get all the time. Take my advice. Look at the outside from the inside. Don't get yourself lost in a storm.'

Dillow stared out at the view. There were three major mining projects going on. One was the deep mine. Moles, machines that tunnelled up to twenty kilometres deep, were breaking up the minerals, and loaders were scooping it up. They brought it to the auto sorters, that separated loads into specific minerals, from there it went into fine extraction machines, straight onto a continuous container train. People constantly monitored the entire operation, keeping everything moving around the clock. 

Five kilometres west of that was the water boring crew, locating new underground lakes of water. They were drilling close to three kilometres deep. Plugs of removed rock and sand were carefully sliced up into metre length sections and identified, then taken for analysis.

To the east of the mine, was the ground preparation for the new Base, number four. That was to be twice the size of Base Three. They watched the outside activity, then turned to look over the jungle.

'No birds,' said Dillow.

'It was once considered, especially for any endangered ones. They decided against it due to the mess they could make of the base. Personally, I think we should have suffered a little mess. So sadly no birds, apart from those, of course.' In a clearing around the compost area, several dozen free range chickens scratched around, pecking at the worms. A couple of roosters ensured a healthy population of chickens. 'Enough for a couple of eggs each per week. Eggs and the occasional cooked chicken but that's a rare treat. The other protein comes from the fish, same as on Moon. Unless you are completely vegetarian, that is. Ever had chicken?'

'Never. I do eat fish. And a little synthomeat. Not much.'

'That synthomeat is nothing like the real thing. I think they make it from essence of dodo.'

She could count nine people doing various jobs around the jungle. Gathering fruit, pruning, keeping the paths clear. 'A fair bit of activity going on in here.'

'All volunteers. They do jobs in their downtime. Therapeutic. And see? At least four different ethnic backgrounds. Asians, westerners, black, white, brown. Here we have something impossible on Earth. No racial tension or friction here. Just people working and living together.'

'Like how we have it on Moon. It just shows that it can be done. But I think my dad would have a fit if he saw all the marijuana growing going on.'

'I told you, already. Scientific research.'

'Yeah, right.'

Cragg said, 'Look. Think of it this way. You read up on Earth history?'

'Only really old stuff. Nothing much this century.'

'You're not missing much, then. But before we plundered the planet into a shadow of its former self, and I'm talking many centuries ago, explorers would hack their way through the densest of jungles into the most remote places and you know what they'd find?'

'Enlighten me, O' wise one.'

'Primitive tribes living happily, never having seen white people before. And you know what they would do for kicks?'

'What?'

'Well, after a hard days hunting and gathering, they would break out the drums and nose flutes, and get high as kites on stuff fermented from some bloody awful mess. They didn't fight each other or steal from one another. They'd get down and party hard. Here it's the same thing. Every time they go out to bust a gut working, never knowing if they'll be alive at the end of the shift, they come in here and relax a little with a few drinks. It keeps them sane.'

'I think I can understand that. Having a few drinks and chatting with people last night was nice. No harm done. Not sure my dad would agree, though.'  

'Probably not,' agreed Cragg. Finding the rookie a less stuffy individual than her on duty version, Cragg found her easier to chat to. 'A little slice of heaven, this place,' he said.

'You'll miss coming here.'

'Too right I will. The last thing I want is to be booted back to Earth. I hate what the Earth has come to now. It's a sick planet that fifteen billion people fighting over every last dwindling resource finally killed it. How many left? Two, three million? The East and West still taking pot-shots at one another. And all those being ravished by disease. Not to mention all those crazy laws. No way I want to go back there.' He looked her in the eyes. 'Why do you think I've kept working all these years?'

'A bigger pension and benefits?'

He nodded. 'That's part of it. But the real reason is I don't want to end up on Earth. Even the damn Moon is preferable to that place. Then flying the freighters back and forth to Mars, is a few months when I can listen to my music, paint my crappy pictures, and not give a stuff about anyone else.'

'And then you spend a few days here with Misty. Not a bad life, I suppose. No family?'

A pained look crossed his eyes. 'I still have a cousin somewhere on Earth, I think. If he's still alive, I've no idea.'

'That is so sad, but I do know what it's like, as do most people.' 

Cragg shrugged. 'One thing most of us have in common. I'm used to being alone.'

'I'm lucky. At least I have my dad.'

'Very lucky. Come on. Scotty will be wanting to unload the pods.'
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Cragg and Dillow had four Martian days before they had to take off back to Moon with their payload. They had time to kick back and unwind, but it wasn't all about fun. After a hearty breakfast they suited up and borrowed a buggy to return to their ship. 

Dillow was aware that the suit was protecting her from instant death. The air around her was almost pure carbon dioxide with three percent nitrogen and a little argon. It was summer, so the temperature was a warm thirty degrees Celsius near the equator where they were. She didn't even want to think about the deadly temperatures of winter, down as low as one-fifty below at the ice caps.

Much smaller than Earth, Mars had days roughly the same as Earth, but the Martian year was twice as long. Having lived all her life on Moon, she was used to a lower gravitational pull. How people actually managed to move on Earth was something she probably would never have to experience.

Her feet were often ankle deep in the reddish iron oxide sand, similar to walking in the grey dust of Moon. It was a common hazard for anyone outside the safety of Base Three, to suddenly sink into a small dust filled crater. The unpredictable wind-storms constantly changed depths of the sand to increase the hazards. 

They had landed inside the monstrous crater next to Olympus Mons, where a pod lifter was already in position, the grabbers wrapped around the anchor points of the fourth pod, the one at the end of the train. 

Scotty had organised the removal of the delivered pods and would be loading the cradle with the return load later. It was a slow and tedious job that took time. Everything was too valuable to rush and risk damage. Each pod was taken away by a pod carrier separately, to the storage Base. 

Dillow and Cragg were going to take ten pods of raw materials back to Moon, but had only delivered four pods to Mars. They were full of essential equipment, spare parts and food supplies to add to what the base couldn't yet grow themselves. It was a system of trade that kept everyone busy. Cragg waved up to the cab of the lifter.

Through the helmet radio Cragg said, 'That you, Scotty?'

'The one and only. You ready to go, Craggy?'

'Give us five.'

Dillow was already keying in the colour code of the freighter's airlock ramp door and there was a hiss of the pneumatics as the ramp cracked open and gently lowered. They went on board, and once the airlock was closed back up, they removed their helmets. Cragg took a back-seat, letting the rookie take control, him being there just to advise if need be, and also to assess her performance on the job. She had completed the compulsory one hundred hours training moon-side coordinating with the pod lifters including thirty hours of actually working the lifters, for a full appreciation of what was involved. 

She flicked switches and the controls lit up. One bank of controls was specifically for the pods. Pod one was always the one directly attached to the ship, numbering out from that one. Dillow set the release for the locks of pod four. The pod disengaged light came on. Scotty saw the green release light go on on pod four. 

The lifter took the strain and the pod cracked free and the lifter eased it from the securing mounts. Once clear, Scotty lowered it onto a pod carrier that would take it to Base One for unloading, before returning for another pod. The pod carrier securing mounts slid into place and the carrier moved away with the precious cargo.

Scotty swung the lifter back over pod three and the grabbers wrapped around the anchor points. Dillow saw the lights for pod three come on. She followed the same procedure as she had done with pod four, but this time, instead of the green light coming on, the orange light flashed. The release mechanisms had failed. Dillow closed down the controls to pod three and repeated the sequence. Still the orange light flashed.

'Craggy. What's happening?'

'Not a lot, by the look of it. This isn't your fault. This bucket has been in service a few years too long. I've been in charge of her for the best part of twenty years, and she wasn't new back then. Odd things happen now and then. Close down the whole pod controls and reboot.'

Dillow did that, then went through the procedure again for pod three. This time the green light came on.

'Thanks, Craggy.'

'You're welcome. Your ship will be newer, but they all have their idiosyncrasies. Just part of the fun.'

It took another forty minutes to unload all the pods. They did a complete system check then they both collected clothes, turned the controls off, and left the ship and got back in the buggy.

'Good job, Dillow,' said Scotty from his cab on high.

'Thanks, Scotty.'

Feeling pleased with herself, she drove the buggy back to Base Three. 
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Most of the people on Mars got more than enough exercise just doing a twelve hour shift in a suit. Die hard fitness freaks still spent time in the small, but well equipped gymnasium. Fawn Dillow wouldn't have taken kindly to being called a freak and may well have hurled a dumbbell at anyone silly enough to do so.

'You're new,' said a man in a black singlet and shorts, a towel draped over his shoulders. 'I'm Garf Funkell.'

'Fawn Dillow. I flew in with Craggy.'

'Old Craggy? Still whining about having to take early retirement?'

'Just a bit. I think it's more the idea about spending his time on Earth. He's convinced they intend to send him back to live there. The idea of that scares the crap out of him and I think I'm with him on that one.'

Funkell did a few stretching exercises, then got in the wheel. Not unlike a man-sized hamster wheel, it was the most room conserving way for runners. 'Not another space junkie like Craggy, are you?'

'I can see the attraction. Floating along in your own little world. Are you here permanently?'

'Pretty much. My wife's here, too. She's a qualified botanist in the hydroponics section, so always useful in a place like this. She's just had our first baby. Shannon.'

'Lovely. So Shannon will be growing up on Mars?'

Funkell stepped off the wheel and wiped away his sweat. 'Like you said before. Earth is hardly a healthy environment these days. A few years from now, this will be sought after real estate. We'll be established by then.'

Dillow had done with the weights and sat up on the bench. 'Maybe I'll apply for a position here, after a few years.'

'There you go,' said Garf. 'We might end up neighbours. Well, I'll see you later.'

'See you around.'

As Dillow continued her workout, Cragg and Potts were having a beer. Cragg was starting to like it a little after not tasting it for months. It had a woody taste, and was sweet. They were leaning on the fence of the enclosure watching the healthy looking chickens scratching in the dirt. They had free reign of the compost heap, looking for worms.

'It seems a bit odd,' said Cragg, 'Only marsillium to take back.'

Potts replied, 'The whole lot of it destined for Earth. It's for the West. I hear rumours they've discovered it has uses as a power generator. Apparently, a little of it goes a very long way, but they're keeping a lid on it. Heaven forbid the East had any benefit from it.'

Cragg said, 'It must be something big to just take the marsillium and nothing else. Still, all the same to me,' then he added, 'Can't say I'm overly concerned.'

'I don't suppose it matters to you, Craggy. You must be feeling a bit strange knowing the next flight will be your last. As a captain, that is.'

'I might see if there are any little jobs going on the Moon. Just to keep busy.'

Pottsy chuckled. 'If they'd offered me the same deal they offered you, I wouldn't be looking so cheesed off about it.'

'That doesn't mean I get to stay on Moon. Everyone has to be gainfully employed there if they want to stay. They could always ship me back to Earth and I don't want that.'

'I'm sure something will turn up. I'm sorry I can't offer you something here, Craggy.'

Cragg slapped Potts on the back. 'This place is the future. Not for dried up old fossils like me. There I go again, feeling sorry for myself. Never mind me. But cheer me up with a decent drink.'

'Good idea, Craggy. '
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Unused to too much inactivity, Dillow volunteered for chicken duty. First she gathered the eggs, counting over ninety. With those safely stored away, she raked up the mess out of the coop and added that to the compost heap, turning it over thoroughly. Finally she fed the chickens and decided that was enough. After a meal, she helped herself to a beaker of wine and settled in the soak pool. Others came and went, all chatting in the friendly Base way. It was all either first names or nicknames.

Compared to Moon, the people seemed more fun loving and easy to get along with. The booze and smokes probably mellowed everyone's mood. The alcohol ban on Moon was rigorously enforced and the inhabitants never looked particularly happy. Moonitus some called it. Like everywhere else, it was a case of who you knew, not what you knew, which explained why Cragg was so popular. 

Cragg had revealed to her that he was a fully paid up member of the moonshine brewers, and a scientist in the group had perfected distilling it to a lethal concentration if it were even sniffed. Being a freight hauler made him particularly useful in the black market trading. His good humour and natural affability, coupled with his ability to stay under the radar, had him slipping in and out of a shady side of life.

Dillow considered herself most fortunate. Few people had the choices she had. She could quit and return to the increasingly volatile Earth she hadn't set foot on since a small girl, now seemingly very unlikely. She could apply for a job on Moon. She could also do the same on Mars. But her lot for now seemed to be to spend up to four months in space between Moon and the Red Planet with a week of rest and recreation at the end of each trip.

She knew her father, the space security commander, would not have been too impressed if he saw his daughter drinking wine. She felt privileged Craggy had trusted her enough to confide his shady dealings to her. But she was a woman of thirty four. What she did was of no business of her father's. Unless he was going to arrest her. She smiled thinking that scenario wouldn't be entirely unlikely. Lance Dillow was of the “do it by the book”, brigade.
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The day before they were due to take off, Cragg and Dillow worked with Scotty to form the train with the ten freight pods. Each pod was numbered and the first to be connected to the ship was number one. It wedged in neatly between the ship thrusters, settling on the elevated cradle. The first six had been attached without a hitch, but the seventh refused to secure.

Cragg said, 'I don't think this is anything we can fix flicking a switch. Time to kick the tyres.'

'What?'

Cragg sighed. 'We gotta take a look. Come on.'

Dillow followed Craggy through the airlock, and they stepped out onto the soft iron oxide sand.

'Number seven wasn't it?' Cragg asked.

'Yes.'

They climbed up the steps to the single width catwalk and walked the eighty metres to the end of pod six. Scotty had the grabbers in place, not about to release them unless somebody told him to do so.

Scotty called out, 'Hey. Craggy. What's the problem?'

'Not sure. Just hold still.'

'Can you see anything, Craggy?' Dillow asked. 

Cragg said, 'How familiar are you with what makes the pods work?'

'We spent a whole day on the pod coupling system. Two interlocking “V” sections, that both have to be fully engaged to lock in place at the top of each V.'

'Correct. Remember what the lock trigger is?'

'A compression trigger at the bottom of both V's. Both need to be perfectly aligned for the locks to engage.'

'Right. Can you see that top lock?'

'Yes. It's only partially engaged.'

Cragg said, 'Something is blocking the sections getting fully aligned and we need the pod off to see what that is. Just lifting up the pod will damage the partly engaged locks. Scotty. Dillow is going back in the ship to release the pod locks. We are going to inch up a bit at a time. Off you go, Dillow. Call me when you are ready.'

'On my way.'

Two minutes later, Cragg got the call. 'Pod locks disengaged.'

'Okay. Scotty. Up the tiniest bit.'

Scotty laughed. 'Up the tiniest bit? Is that technical lingo?'

'Just do it, Scotty.'

The pod lifter took the strain, in the upwards direction. Craggy was watching the top lock. If it hadn't disengaged properly, the pod being raised up would wreck the lock, making pod six and consequently its load worth millions of dollars impossible to be added to the freighter, so they  would not be making it to Moon which meant the marsillium wouldn't get delivered to Earth. It was a tense moment and he could feel sweat beading on his upper lip. The lock was moving smoothly back. He hoped the lock on the bottom V, obscured by the bottom of the pods was doing the same.

'Up easy, Scotty.'

The pod was raised up and the locks eased away, unforced. Scotty was taking his time, knowing they were taking a calculated risk as the pod inched higher.

'Craggy?'

'Keep going up straight and slow. More. And...we're free. Good job, Scotty. Take the pod back so I can inspect the back of pod six. That'll do it.' Cragg checked the back of the pod. 'I see the problem.' From the bottom of the lower V section, he reached in and pulled something out. It was a rock the size of his fist. 'This is the culprit. It must have bounced up off the ground as the pod was brought over. Just one of those things. Dillow. Prepare to engage pod seven.'

'Got that.'

'Scotty. Bring her back over. Steady. Bring her down, nice and easy. Steady.' The V sections hit the bottoms of their mating parts and triggered the locks. 'Are we fully engaged, Dillow?'

'Everything green, Craggy.'

Cragg said, 'All clear with pod seven, Scotty. Grabbers off. Okay. Pod number eight.'

Cragg elected to stay outside to ensure the next three pods engaged and locked perfectly, which they did. 'Good job, people. Time for a beer.' 

Scotty said, 'I'll get the lifter back in the hanger and I'll be right with you.'

Dillow drove her and Cragg back to Base Three and were de-suited and sipping beer by the time Scotty joined them.

'I need that,' said Scotty, taking a beer. 'Good thing you figured out the problem, Craggy. Cheers.'

Cragg shrugged. 'Something had to be jamming it. Not much else but sand and rocks out here.'

Dillow said, 'It could have caused a million dollar headache. I'd never have thought of it.'

'Experience,' said Cragg. 'Now you know it's something to look out for.'

Scotty said, 'It's the first time this has happened to me in three years of doing the job.'

Dillow said, 'I think it should be checked out before pods are linked up. It would only take a few minutes to do that. I'll write a report about the incident suggesting that all pod engagement systems are checked just prior to connection.'

'It wouldn't hurt,' said Scotty.

'I'll leave that with you,' said Cragg. 'I hate writing up reports.'

'No worries,' said Dillow. 'We've an early take off in the morning, so I'm off to bed.'

Cragg said, 'If I get wasted and oversleep, just take off without me.'

'You don't get off that easy. Be bright eyed and bushy tailed in the morning.'

Cragg saluted. 'Aye, aye, Sir.'

'Goodnight.'

Scotty said when she had gone, 'I thought you were still the ship's captain on this flight?' 

'So did I. I think it's a good thing, her taking the initiative. She needs that self assurance to do the job she has to do.'

'But what about the experience she needs to go with it? Where's that coming from?'

Craggy sighed. 'The school of hard knocks, I guess.'

'Scares the crap out of me, Craggy. A bunch of rookies hurtling around the solar system, no idea what they're doing.'

'Dillow has a good head on her shoulders. She'll be just fine.' He had a hard job convincing himself of that.
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At first light, Cragg and Dillow were suited up and ready for the buggy ride to the ship. Potts and Misty were up early to see them off.

'What's up?' said Cragg. 'You two couldn't sleep or something?'

'I couldn't sleep anyway, with your snoring,' said Misty, jabbing him in the ribs.

Dillow could tell from the look in Misty's and Cragg's eyes that they had something of an understanding.

Potts said, 'We couldn't let you go without saying goodbye, Craggy. We may never see you again.'

'Heck. That sounds a bit sombre. I'll be around for years, yet. Has the treasure chest been filled up?'

Dillow said, 'Treasure chest?'

Misty said, 'Don't get too excited. It's just token presents from people here to relatives and friends on Moon or Earth. Small Mars rocks with names carved on them, paintings using the different sand colours. It's worth nothing, but means everything. It's on the buggy.'

'Don't worry,' said Cragg. 'The exact weight has been factored in. Well, Pottsy. Misty. Time to go.'

'Oh,' said Misty. 'I nearly forgot. We made this card for you, signed by everybody. Wishing you a happy retirement. And engineering made you this belt buckle from pure marsillium.'

'Very flash,' said Craggy. 'Not damn radioactive is it? I might still want to father children.'

'Go on, Fawn,' said Misty. 'Take this old devil home.'

Craggy kissed Misty before putting his helmet on. 'If I do have kids, I'll send pictures.'

'Jeez,' said Dillow. 'Just weeks of this. Thanks for your hospitality. I'll see you in a few months time.'

Potts and Misty drove them in the buggy and helped get the chest into the airlock. Final hugs and handshakes and the Buggy was driven clear. On board, Cragg let Dillow do the entire take off procedure. Cragg was assessing her competency and was impressed with her faultless execution. The twin thrusters had to be realigned to balance the extra weight of the ten pods.

'Pods off the cradle,' said Dillow. 'Fine tuning for equilibrium. Ship to pod equilibrium obtained. Assent one hundred metres per minute. One kilometre above the surface. Quarter thrust engaged on three...two...one. Approaching outer atmosphere. One full orbit. Out of gravitational pull. Confirming computer coordinates. Coordinates confirmed. One half full thrust in one...two...three. Half thrust engaged. Three quarter thrust engaged in three...two ...one. Three quarter thrust engaged. Ship gravity one third Earth normal. Air quality good.'

Cragg removed his helmet as did Dillow. 'A perfect take off, Dillow. Nice job.'

'Thanks. Auto is set. Time to de-suit.'

'Sounds almost dirty when you say it.'

'You in your official blue underwear takes my mind right off anything dirty.'

'Have you seen my undies?'

'Unfortunately, yes. I'll take first shift.'

'See you in four hours for a feed,' said Cragg, taking off for his bunk.
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Cragg yawned and scratched his chin, contemplating shaving. 'Morning, evening, whatever the hell it is.'

'Not that it matters much, but good afternoon.'

'Any contact with Moon yet?' *

'No. Just static. The solar storms are still flaring up.'

'Any issues?'

Dillow shook her head. 'Everything steady. Humming along.'

'We'll do a full systems check later. Hungry?'

'I am.'

'Come on. I'll cook.'

Happy to leave the deck, Dillow followed Cragg into the galley kitchen, and sat at the two seat table, moulded into the floor and wall.

Cragg said, 'I snaffled a dozen of those eggs from the base. No bread for toast, of course.'

'I remember my father telling me about bread, when I was a girl. He made it sound wonderful.'

'You never had bread?' said Cragg, scrambling the eggs.

'No.'

'That is so sad,' said Cragg, putting a plate each on the table.

'That looks good.'

'I always add the salt and pepper as the eggs cook, not afterwards.'

'Delicious. Tell me about bread. What was it like?'

Cragg chewed his food, thinking back nearly forty years to the last time he ate bread. Some things are never forgotten. 'Well. For a start. Not all breads were the same. There were so many varieties and flavours. Rye. Corn. And then there was hell of a difference between commercially produced and home made. My mother often made her own.'

Dillow was amazed. 'Your mother made bread?'

Cragg sat back in his chair. 'The smell. I tell you. If you weren't hungry, when you had the smell of the baking waft over you, you would soon be drooling. As a kid, if I went to touch the bread, she'd slap my hand. She would boil me an egg so the yellow would ooze out when I broke the shell. But the best part was when she got the bread knife and sliced off the crusty end bit. I can remember the sound of the bread knife cutting through the crust. Then she would spread a big dollop of butter...'

'Butter? You had butter?'

Cragg sighed. 'Yes. Creamy and yellow. And I would break little pieces off the buttered bread and dip into the runny yoke...' He smiled and his eyes glazed over as he was sitting in the kitchen with his mother, egg yoke running down his chin. 'It's a tragedy your generation missed out on simple pleasures like that.'

'I heard that it will take another twenty years for the soil to fully recover on Earth.'

Cragg gave her a look as he gathered the plates. 'You believe that, do you?' he said as he placed the plates and cutlery in the carboniser. The flash of intense heat reduced the food residue to a fine ash which was extracted away.

Dillow had heard the talk. The Earth was dying faster than it could ever recover. For years, what was now known as just the West and the East, had around three to four million people between them. Left to their own devices, ignored by their so called governments, some reverted to primitive, barbaric tribes, living off anything they could find. They were the forgotten people.

Pockets of land had been spared from the hydrogen wars but the intensity of farming was killing even that. Food distribution was strictly controlled. The black market flourished. People lived and died over the food wars. It had become a brutal and dangerous place to live.

'Craggy. You know stuff. What's really going on?'

'On Earth?'

'I need to know. My father tends to protect me from the truth.'

Craggy sat back down. 'I've a few friends in important positions both on Earth and Moon. Now and then, I'll sit and have a drop to much of the moonshine with those on Moon and they would tell me things. You, me, all of us are being fed bullshit by the politicians on Earth. No change there, then. But the truth is, they're as lost as the rest of us. Diseases are popping up all over the Earth. New ones all the time. Antibiotics, what few they can produce, aren't working. Containment camps are growing exponentially...'

'They have to isolate the sick.'

He fixed her with a stare. 'Isolation is one thing. Eradication is another.'

This was dangerous talk. 'No.'

'You did ask, Fawn. It's true. I've a couple of pals. Number crunchers for the West government. What they told me was that each camp has a strict quota of people to care for. But more are being sent to the camps every day. The thing is, the populations of the camps hardly changes.'

'People die. They are sick, so they die.'

Cragg shook his head. 'To a degree, yes. But not the exact number of people dying as new patients are added.'

'I don't understand.'

'I think you do. Say a camp has five thousand. Some as you say will die off anyway. Hundreds of new sick ones are sent there each week. The population of the camp stays almost exactly the same.'

Dillow couldn't face him. 'No. I can't...'

'Some of them, the sickest, are helped along to make way for the new ones. Sometimes, not only just the very sickest. It gets worse.'

'How could it get worse?'

Cragg sighed. 'Not all those sent to the isolation camps are sick. Some are just old.'

'I don't believe you.'

'I know it's hard to accept, but it's true. Why do you think I kicked up a stink about being pensioned off early? Old timers like me are a drain on what resources the Earth has left. Oh, if I was sent back to Earth, I'll be okay until I fall crook and some toady doctor taking backhanders from the government puts his signature on a form; next thing you know, I'm in a camp.'

'No. They can't do that.'

'You know history. This is nothing new. It's real and it's happening right now. It's irrelevant, anyway.'

'What makes you say that?'

Cragg took her hands in his. 'Fawn. If I couldn't keep being useful on Moon somehow, and I was sent back to Earth, I'll not see one hundred and fifty. Heck. I'll be lucky to see a hundred. Even if I stayed healthy and out of the camps. The planet has gone over the edge. Ten years tops and that's being optimistic.'

'That'll make me forty three if I lived on Earth. That's no life at all.'

Cragg nodded. 'I agree. That's the real tragedy. Youngsters like you. And it's all my fault. Mine and all those that went before you. Only when it was too late did we even try to save the planet. For that, I am sorry.'

'So what do I do?'

'Get yourself on Mars. Sooner rather than later. The best I can hope for is to get a little job on the Moon so I won't get sent back to Earth, if I'm lucky. You deserve so much better.'

Confused and depressed, Dillow had nothing else to say. She felt as if her world was crumbling around her. She had gotten to know Craggy over the last few months and she knew that although he had a strange sense of humour, he was a straight shooter. What he had told her was true, perhaps not even the half of what he knew. And that thought scared her more than anything.
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It was tense as they sat together for the full systems check. 

'Equilibrium, stable.'

'Check,' said Cragg.

'Thruster emissions, balanced.'

'Check.'

'Internal pressure. Stable.'

'Check.'

'Air quality. Good.'

'Check.'

'Systems within normal parameters.'

'Check. All good.'

'Craggy.'

Cragg saved the information on the ships log and turned off the recpad. 'You've been thinking. I can tell.'

'The thing is, my father told me he was sure we still had some distant relatives alive on Earth. Our rare flesh and blood. After what you told me, I'm scared for them. I can't just abandon them. I might get a place on Mars, but I can't take my relatives with me.'

'Neither can you tell them, either.'

'What?' Dillow gasped. 'If I can find a way, I have to tell them. Warn them so they can at least look out for themselves.'

Cragg shook his head. 'Fawn. Don't make me regret I confided in you. If your family kicks up a fuss, they might be in danger.'

'I find it so hard to accept it's like you say it is. Are we from the same Earth, because I'm beginning to wonder?'

'Sadly, yes. The Earth's two governments are trying to keep a lid on it, feeding Moon a pack of lies and half truths. West and East are as bad as one another. It's just a matter of time before it all blows up. In the meantime, they are using progressively underhand and nastier ways to protect what's left for a select few. Older people are disappearing completely by the thousand. Only the young and fit will be okay. Don't let your relatives be involved.'

Dillow's eyes began to water. 'I can't...Craggy. What should I do?'

'You won't like it.'

'Help me, Craggy.'

'Stay well away from Earth. And by Earth, I mean your family down there as much as possible. The more you try to contact them, the more you'll want to warn them. If I were a youngster like you, I'd make a new life for myself on Mars; start my own family.'

Dillow wiped away a tear. 'We have to fight back. Get our planet back.'

'That's what my Uncle Bennet said. He could see what was going on. He was a hundred and eleven. Years left in him. Caught some new flu bug. Went into hospital, he never came back.'

'He died?'

'He disappeared. I was on this, heading for Mars. When I got back he had vanished and nobody knew what happened to him. From the Moon, I called the hospital he'd last been in on Earth on a vidcam. A doctor at the hospital looked terrified. Best not to pursue it, he said. I'll never forget the fear I saw in his eyes. He cut me off. Fawn. You say save our planet Earth. What planet? If there was anything worth fighting for, I'd be right there with you. The human race has only one chance. To start again elsewhere, and this time get it right.'
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There was too much icy tension on the compact ship to spend time together. Eventually, Dillow stopped with the uncomfortable questions. Craggy was in the bathroom, applying the shaving gel to his face. He had a few lines on his wrinkled-up face that made shaving a challenge. He looked in the mirror, and studied his face. The red cream made him look more like a clown than usual. He thought his eyes looked dead. 

Talking to Dillow had taken its toll, and he was feeling old. He couldn't help himself, and he certainly would never tell her, but he thought of Fawn as the daughter he never had. If he could protect her in any way, he would. He wiped the cream off and his face was smooth and clean.

'You should grow a beard, old man. Cover up as much as possible.'

He went to his bunk, picked up his PLAct, chose a play and hit start. The three dimensional figure projected out by the side of him. The actor, one of the previous centuries finest and dressed in full costume, was giving the performance of his life. The PLAct, a series five, was almost an antique and like its owner, was showing its age. It flickered and wobbled, and the sound often faded in and out, but the battered PLAct was a comfort thing. He stretched out and listened to the familiar words.

“To be or not to be. That is the question.”

'You got that right, pal.'

He drifted off into an unsettled sleep with the actor still strutting his stuff. He was woken up by the sudden jolt the ship made. Walking through the projected image, he made his way to the deck. Strange things were happening with the controls. Lights were flashing on and off all over the place. Dillow was doing her best to respond but nothing seemed to be working. There was another shudder which almost had Cragg falling over. He staggered over to the copilot's chair, grabbed the back of it and sat down, belting himself in, something he rarely did.

'We hit something?'

'Not that I know of. Nothing was showing on the screens.'

The ship settled and the control lights did likewise. 'Craggy. Is this the ship just being old?'

'That never happened to me.' He listened to the ship. 'She isn't right.'

'I can't hear anything.'

'That's the trouble. Neither can I. I can hear the thrusters. Nothing else, though.'

Dillow strained to listen. 'You're right. It's the same but...'

'...but different. You sit still and quiet. I'll see if I can get to the bottom of it.'

Cragg unbuckled and went close to the walls, pressing himself against them one by one, listening hard. He placed his hand on the wall. Things always vibrated. It was a part of the ship's personality, just minutely different from all the other freighters. After twenty years of being together, he understood the ship better than anyone. She was trying to tell him something. 

Standing at the back between where the thrusters were, he placed both hands on the wall. This wasn't anything in any manual or procedure. This was pure experience and a sympathetic relationship with his ship. He closed his eyes and felt the old girl talking to him. The thrusters were sweet. He was sure that wasn't the problem. He returned to his seat.

'How's things this end?'

Dillow said, 'Seems okay. You?'

'I'm sure the thrusters are okay. But something is out of kilter. Ignore it for now.'

They kept the conversation light. She was interested in learning about Mars. Not the guide book version. It was the interaction between the people that intrigued her.

Cragg told her an example of how uniquely different things could be on Mars. 'I remember this one time, me and Pottsy were out in the buggy. This was way back when he was just a section captain and I had not long made freighter captain. Anyway, we were going to deliver some parts to the mine to fix some machine. I only went along for the ride. We were about half way between Base Three and the mine, when a storm blew up. Dust storms are common and unpredictable. Watch out for those. 

This one was a doozy. The buggy being uncovered offered no shelter. We got out and buried ourselves under the buggy. Man, that storm just kept going, and getting worse by the second. We couldn't see a thing or hear each other. We must have been lying there for an hour, then the damn buggy took off. The storm actually bowelled it over like a kids toy. 

Of course, we were completely buried in sand. The storm stopped as fast as it had started. Pottsy got out first, and set about digging me free. By the time I was out, I was nearly a dead man. My internal air filters were damaged, and I wasn't getting enough air.'

'I thought it was almost impossible to damage filters.'

'These days, I agree. Back then, filters were not like they are now. Pottsy picked me up, threw me on his back and carried me four miles to Base Three. I wasn't breathing when we finally got there. They spent twenty minutes reviving me. Two days in intensive care and here I am.'

'Quite an adventure.'

'Pottsy saved my life that day. Know what he said when I thanked him?'

'What?'

'He said he was just being a good Martian. And that's the difference. Somebody needs help, you just help, you don't ask.'

'I can see myself living there.'

'I'm glad to hear that.'

'Craggy...'

She didn't finish because of another jolt. 

'Time to send out a probe and have a look outside,' said Cragg.

'I've never used one of those,' admitted Dillow.

'I've only used them a couple of times, myself. I hope ours haven't seized right up. We'll figure it out together.'

The probes were attached to the outside of the ship in retractable housings. They were manoeuvred by control cables but worked by tiny independent thrusters. 

'When were these last used?'

Cragg shrugged. 'Five, maybe six years ago.'

'Craggy. They probably won't even work.'

Cragg grinned. 'One way to find out. Those are the controls over there. Start with the first key. That's for the cover.'

Dillow pressed the key. 'Nothing.'

'Try it again.'

'Nothing. Wait. Cover open.'

'Right. Before we send it out, see if we can get a picture. Fourth, no, fifth key.'

Dillow pressed key five and watched the huge screen ahead of them. 'Nothing.'

'You need to switch to remote imaging for the screen. Number four key. There. Getting an image.'

'Not bad.'

'Okay. That's number one probe. See the number one slide? The further you slide that along, the further out the probe goes. Ease it along and watch the screen. There she goes. Use that sensor pad to control the probe thrusters. Nice and steady. See the screen?'

'A good view of the ship.'

Cragg studied the screen. 'We need to let the probe go all along the pods to see if something isn't right. Ease the slide along, but watch the screen. Use the pad to manoeuvre the angle of observation. A little too much. Back again. Nothing much wrong with pod one. Hold it steady between each pod. A little more. Hold it. Angle down. Nothing there. Angle up. More. More. That's fine. Keep doing that along pod two.'

It was slow and steady progress, Dillow becoming more competent with the probe controls.

'This is where the problem might be,' said Cragg. 'Between six and seven. Probably happened back on the cradle with that damned rock.'

Dillow got the probe in position. 'I'll take it up a little.'

'Hold it. There. I thought so. The top lock is moving. Not secured enough.'

'But the lock controls say it should be.'

'Pan in. Slide two. Hold it. See that?'

'Yes,' said Dillow. 'The pod is flexing and the V sections are twisting against one another.'

'Hmm. Which suggests to me that the bottom lock is not right, either.'

Dillow said, 'We need the locks fully engaged.'

'I know. Trouble is, only the top lock is accessible once the pods are together. Impossible to get at the bottom one.'

'We could lose pods seven to ten if it comes off.'

'True,' said Cragg, 'but I'm more concerned that as pod seven lifts off the back of pod six, the whole damned lot will be flapping about like a broken tail. God only knows what that would do.'

'What can we do?'

Craggy studied the problem. 'Hmm. It has to be welded together. If we can do that, we stand a chance of getting to Moon.'

'But that means going outside.'

'I'll suit up.'

'Oh no you don't.'

'Don't be silly.'

Dillow held onto his arm. 'I'll do it.'

'Is that right? A good welder, are you?'

'I took a couple of lessons.'

'Oh, goody. Fawn. I can weld that with my eyes shut. You just drive the bus.'

Cragg suited up and checked the oxygen and suit pressure. 'I'll grab the welder and get out of the airlock.' There was another jolt. 'Jeez. Look. It's moved up again. Keep an eye on me with the probe.'

Cragg got the welder, a small hand held device, not unlike a revolver. It had a safety cord which he attached to his belt. He also found a small hammer and secured that to himself, too. A minute later, he was out of the airlock. He fed out the safety line fastened to his suit belt and made his way towards pod six. It took a couple of minutes, and then he gave a wave to the probe. 

'Dillow. Can you hear me?'

'Loud and clear, Craggy.'

'I'm going to try to hammer the lock in place before I weld. Here goes.'

Cragg tapped the top of the lock with the hammer. Nothing gave. He hit harder. The lock budged slightly. Encouraged, he struck the lock with a small series of light blows with the hammer. 'It's moving a little. One more...damn.'

'What's happened?'

'Damn lock broke clean off. I couldn't catch it.'

'Now what are you going to do?'

'I'm thinking. I'll have to weld the V section together. Enough to stop the thing moving about.'

Dillow said, 'We can't land with the pods out of alignment.'

'I kinda figured that out myself. This is just a stopgap to get us to Moon. We can orbit and a maintenance crew can fix it so we can land. Starting welding.'

Cragg eased himself over the top of pod seven, so he could reach the ends of the V section. Then he pulled the trigger of the welder and the flame shot out of the barrel. He used the flame to tack the V sections together. Then he did a long run of weld on both sides, fusing pod six to pod seven.

'That should get us home. Coming in. Retract the probe.'

As the ship hurtled through space, Cragg pulled himself along the safety line with one eye on the probe. 

'Slow retraction down, Dillow. Slower. Ease it inside the housing. Got it. Slide the cover over. Cover over. Switch over to normal screening. Now turn off the probe. Opening the airlock, now.'

He opened the outer door, closed it then opened the inner door. He took the safety line off and rolled it up and stowed it where it was intended to go, just inside the airlock. Then he closed the inner door and took off his helmet.

'Great job, Craggy.'

'As long as we get to Moon, we'll be okay. I need a beer after that. Want one?'

'Just the one, okay?' warned Dillow, knowing just how illegal drinking alcohol on a ship was.

'Coming right up.'
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'Cheers,' said Dillow. 'That was a gutsy thing to do, Craggy.'

'Because I'm eighty four?'

'Just because it was. I'm glad I'm with you, this trip.'

'Thank you kindly, young lady.'

Dillow looked as if she had something serious to say. 'Craggy. Let's face it. I couldn't have gotten here right now if it wasn't for you. I'm not ready.'

'What are you on about?'

'You're here to assess me. Not to save my ass.'

Cragg said, 'You're doing okay so far.'

'See? That's my point. I wouldn't have figured out that problem and gone out to fix it like you did. I wouldn't have been able to figure out the probe. I need more experience.'

'Yes, you do. And you'll get it. Fawn. You've already learnt heaps on this trip. You'll never fly on a ship on your own. Two minimum. And they will have had to have passed basic training, like you did. You've a good head on your shoulders. Just always keep calm and think things through. Besides...'

'Besides what?'

'Nothing.'

'Out with it, Craggy.'

Cragg sighed. 'I didn't want to bring all this up again. Fawn. If I pass you, it's because you deserve to pass. And I really want you to pass, because the sooner you can get back to Mars, the better.'

'Fine. But if I fail, I fail. I can accept that. I can't accept you passing me for any other reason.'

Cragg wagged a finger at her. 'You just do what you've been trained for, you'll pass. Go take a break. I'll drive the bus.'

'Thanks, Craggy.'

With the deck to himself, he sat at the controls. He closed his eyes and listened to the ship. The ship was happy again. Just as well with three months to go. He mentally patted himself on the back for doing his second out of ship walk in forty five years. 'Not too shabby for an old fart, Craggy.'

He liked Fawn. A bit up herself to begin with. And with a father he wouldn't want to tangle with, she was an interesting young woman. Fawn was the future of the human race. If planet Earth keeled over, it would be up to Fawn and the other young ones to save their species. His immediate intention was to keep her alive and teach her as much as he could so that she would be a capable pilot with the confidence to handle anything thrown at her. 

'And good luck with that, Craggy.'
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Cragg had set up his artists easel on the deck where he would hear the radio should it hail him, if the solar storm abated and reliable contact could be resumed. There was no such thing as artists materials on either Moon or even Mars. It hadn't been considered a priority to those who made the decisions. But Cragg was resourceful and inventive if he had to be.

His easel he had cobbled together from scraps of wood and scavenged wire. Brushes he made from his own hair taped to a few twigs, pruned from the Base Three jungle. Paints were from synthoil, mixed with anything that made a colour. His “canvas” was any discarded flat material that he could get his hands on.

As he daubed incongruous shapes and colours into what would look like a flower only to a half blind mad man, he was confident in the knowledge he was the greatest artist on either Moon or Mars. He ignored the mute point that he was the only one who painted.

He would give his works of dubious art to people he liked for birthday presents. They were strangely popular, used to break up dull plain walls. Misty had three in her rooms. The computer played Brahms in the background and he lost himself in his solitude, Dillow asleep in her room. 

The freighter sailed across the heavens with its precious cargo of marsillium. What Earth was supposed to be doing with it was anyone's guess. Pottsy had hinted at some kind of energy thing. Cragg had tested some with a radiation monitor when nobody was looking. He got no read out. One thousand tonnes of it was a big order. 

The plan was to land the pods on the Moon. The ship and the freight pods were not designed to pierce the Earth's atmosphere. It was okay for Mars and the Moon. The pods would then have to be transferred to Earth by a different type of ship. Craggy was pleased about that. Passing the baton to someone else when he got to the Moon suited him just fine. He'd made his mind up, he would never set foot on that sad sick planet Earth ever again.

He'd sounded Pottsy out about maybe settling on Mars. As a good friend Pottsy had been tactful. “It's a hard life out here, Craggy. That storm nearly finished you off, remember? We're building all this for the future, the young blood.”

Fair enough. Mars had been a long shot, anyway. The Moon was a different thing altogether. Youngsters sometimes didn't stay long on the Moon, either transferring to Mars at the first opportunity, or even back to the hell hole of Earth. It was the grey brigade that kept the Moon running like a Swiss watch. He had friends in low places in the grey brigade. Many of them doing all the shitty jobs nobody else wanted to do. The sanitation department was a big drop from being a freighter pilot, but it was still preferable to being Earthside.

But, if the Earth suddenly took a turn for the even worse, where was the first bolt-hole? Moon. And who would be first to abandon Earth? The toss pot politicians who screwed it all up in the first place. Imagine being elbow deep in politicos. Just that had almost happened once before.

But he was between a rock and hard place. Or in his case, Moon and Mars. He might squeak in to a Moon job; never in a million years on Mars. He had no choice. His old age was to be spent scrubbing toilets on Moon. The relative peace on the ship for a few weeks would seem like a slice of paradise by comparison. Making the most of the rest of the trip suddenly became a top priority.
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'Oh, come on Moon. Talk to me. Captain Dixon Cragg, of the freighter XB7FG6. Now, I always wanted to give her a name like Starlight. Against company regulations to humanise inanimate objects. Bloody stupid. So, damn well talk to me. Hello? Is it something I said?'

'Craggy. Who are you talking to?'

'Hmm? Nobody. Myself. I've been trying for hours. Can't get past the static. Damned solar storm.'

Dillow said, 'Maybe when we get closer to the Moon, we'll get somewhere. Go take a break.'

Cragg got up and stretched. 'Yeah...'

'Calling Captain Dixon Cragg. Are you okay, Craggy?'

'Yes. Is that you, Carlos? You're a bit scratchy.'

'Yeah. Carlos here. Feeling lonely were you?'

Cragg laughed. 'Just a little. Hey, Carlos. In case we lose you again. We have a little problem. We lost locks on a pod. It was slipping out and I had to weld it together to bring it home.'

'What? What are you telling me, Craggy? The pods are not lined up?'

'That's right, Carlos. We can't land on the cradle, at least not all of it. We will have to disconnect in space from pod five onwards and let the rest orbit until we can get it down. You may wish to give it some thought while we are on our way.'

There was a pause as Carlos considered the situation. 'This is a new one. I'm sure uncoupling pods has never been tried in space before. We'll figure it out, so don't worry too much. Dillow okay?'

'I'm here, Carlos. I'm fine, thanks.'

'Good. Have a safe trip. I'll try you again in a couple...days. I'll...engineering...do about...'

'You're breaking up, Carlos,' said Cragg. It was just static now. 'At least they know our status. The bus is all yours. See you later.'
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'Hi. Any more radio contact?'

Dillow said, 'Nothing. I made you a feed. Just a salad. It's in the fridge.'

'Thanks. I hope they are getting their heads around our arrival. You are certainly getting plenty of experience on this trip.'

'Just glad I have you to hold my hand.'

'No worries. I'll have that feed and I'll be right back.'

Cragg got the salad from the fridge. Not a huge fan of salads, he ate it without enthusiasm. Talking to Carlos had cheered him up. He could imagine the pandemonium on Moon. Taking a pod train apart in space had never been tried before. Then they had to get five pods onto the cradle from space. That would get them scratching their heads for sure. Him and Fawn would be okay. They would just land and settle the first five pods on the cradle, their job done.

The days turned into weeks. They were finally only two weeks from the Moon. Radio contacts had been few and far between. “Have you got a plan of action?” he'd asked Carlos on one short opportunity.

“Getting there, Craggy,” came back the reply. “You should know something. Things are getting kinda heated on Earth at the moment.”

“Global warming?”

“I'm talking military heat. On the grapevine. The crazy bastards are about to slug it out again.”

“Shit. Stupid idiots. Any fighting yet?”

“Just name calling and gesturing. So far at least.”

“Great. That's all we need.” The signal had broken up. “Shit. Cleaning toilets on the Moon is sounding better all the time.”
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Three days out and radio communication was still down. The blue of Earth was clear and bright, the Moon on the far side.

'It still looks pretty even if it is sick,' said Dillow, looking at the screen.

'It's the people that's sick, not the planet,' said Cragg, sourly. 'Once the humans have finally wiped themselves out, the Earth will heal itself. Maybe that would be a good thing.'

'Craggy. Some of my family might still live down there. Would you mind not wishing them dead?'

'I never...sorry.  I forgot. I didn't mean...'

Dillow couldn't face him. She stared at the Earth. Craggy was right, but she didn't want to hear it. Even before they had taken off from Mars, the jungle drums had been banging. Another famine in the West had the East refusing to help them out. They could hardly feed their own people. The West threatened to go get what they needed anyway. The East had said, in your dreams, West. It was the West that wanted the marsillium. 

Dillow told him, 'I'm on the first run back to Mars I can get.'

Cragg said, 'That's a smart move. I wish I could join you.'

'Then why not? You said it yourself, it's mandatory to have at least two on board. I could sound out Pottsy for a job. If he said yes, I could stay and you could fly the ship back to the Moon. That would keep you for another few months.'

'Can't fly back by myself. I'd need a passenger with a pilots licence. They'd never let me do it anyway.'

'I'm going to miss you, Craggy.'

Cragg laughed. 'For all of five minutes.'

'Moon calling Captain Dixon Cragg. Moon calling Captain Dixon Cragg.'

'Carlos?'

'Big brother Mario. We think we have a plan. We've fitted lifter grabbers to a tug ship. It seems to work okay.'

'Impressive,' said Cragg. 'Can it handle five pods in one lift?'

'We've gone up to six in a trial. It worked well until the pods were lowered to the  cradle. Not quite how it would be done with an experienced freighter pilot like you standing by. We should have the damage to the cradle repaired by the time you arrive.'

Dillow said, 'Jeez. That's nice to know, Mario.'

Cragg said, 'Dare I ask what the hell is happening on Earth?'

'At the moment, not too bad. The East has reluctantly agreed to help the West with food supplies. The East has been almost as badly hit by droughts leading to famine, so it isn't as if they have much to share. A dozen new diseases have sprung up all over the world, and even the latest super antibiotics aren't doing much.'

Cragg said, 'Let's hope it doesn't get to the Moon.'

'Not if we can help it,' said Mario. 'There's a total ban on people from Earth coming here, and vice versa. That's had a real bad impact on trade, as you can imagine.'

'What's the food supply situation on the Moon?' Cragg asked.

Mario said, 'Same as always, Craggy. Like Mars, we are reasonably self sufficient. Not much choice, but we won't go hungry. Our problem is getting hardware supplies from Earth. We needed another ten years to further develop our manufacturing facilities, especially the laser powered steelworks. They have a good old one they haven't skilled people to run and have promised us we can have that in exchange for the marsillium, so we can make our own steel. We have the iron ore deposits, but can't do much with them.'

'Right. I was just thinking. If there's a ban on people going to and from Earth, how is this marsillium going to be delivered?'

'Computer controlled ship. No pilot.'

'Are you kidding me?'

Mario said, 'It's the latest thing, Craggy. We ordinary mortals have only just found out. We all knew our engineers were building a huge new ship, but we didn't know it flew itself. But if you think about it, the ships practically fly themselves, anyway. The pilots are only there for the landings and take off.'

'Yeah?' snorted Cragg, testily, having heard it all before. 'I always thought of those two things as being fairly important.'

'It's just a natural advancement, Craggy. It had to come eventually. What are you worried for? You're retiring.'

Cragg sighed. 'So I've been told. You just be ready to meet us when we get there. Later, Mario.'

'Great,' said Dillow as Mario signed off. 'My career as a pilot is over before it has even begun.'

'I wouldn't throw in the towel just yet. It will take years before they send ships back and forth to Mars without pilots. It may never happen at all.'

'It certainly clarifies things for me, Craggy. I couldn't get to Earth even if I wanted to, and pilots will be redundant before I'm fifty. I have to get myself a job on Mars and sooner rather than later.'

Cragg sighed. 'I think that sums it up. I'll be thinking of you as I clean toilets on Moon.'
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The uneasy peace between East and West held with only minor skirmishes. As a trade off for the food, the West had agreed to share medical experience to fight the new diseases. It was a fragile coexistence with only a few hundred killing each other on a daily basis, rather than tens of thousands. 

No love was lost, but the alternative to all out war, was a scrappy understanding. If it would last or how long it would last, would be anyone's guess. With a multinational community, Moon stayed deliberately out of Earth's bickering and took no sides.

The solar storm had finally abated and the freighter was able to communicate constantly with the Moon. Dillow put the ship into a slow orbit around Moon.

'Carlos? Craggy here. Is that damn cradle ready?'

'It should do the job, Craggy.'

'What do you mean, it should do the job? Come on, Carlos. Will the damn thing work or not?'

There was an uneasy pause. 'We're reasonably sure it will be okay. The engineers did what they could, but they're flat out on that new ship.'

Cragg rolled his eyes and looked at Dillow. 'Hardly fills me with confidence. Who's the pod lifter?'

'Angus McGee.'

'Angus knows what he's doing. I can't understand a bloody word he says, but he gets the job done.'

Dillow asked, 'Carlos. When can we unload the pods?'

'About forty-eight hours. We're making a few adjustments to the tug so we can take off the last five pods.'

'Right. But I insist we make a landing on the cradle with the ship before the tug brings the other pods down, just in case it gets damaged again.'

'Well. I suppose that makes sense,' said Carlos. 'I'll see what I can do.'

'No, Carlos,' said Dillow. 'That's the way it's going to be, end of.'

Carlos chuckled. 'Consider it done. Over.'

Cragg looked at Dillow in a new light. 'Good for you, Fawn. That's how a proper captain acts.'

'Thanks, Craggy.'

'You're welcome. We need to think about the first issue. It has never been attempted before to remove pods in orbit. There's a lot that could go wrong.'

'I know. The tug not only has to take off the rear five pods, but must keep pace with us in orbit. We can slow down substantially to help with that. But if there is any damage to the five attached to the ship, landing on a patched up cradle will be interesting, to say the least.'

'Yeah, but...'

'What?'

'Dunno. Not sure. An idea keeps going around in my head, but I can't quite get a handle on it.'

'It'll come to you.'

'Yeah. Maybe.'
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'You look pleased with yourself,' said Dillow.

'That idea I was on about. I figured it out last night. So simple.'

'Good ideas usually are. Go on.'

'Pods six and seven are welded together and are not exactly lined up. We need to cut five and six free from each other.'

'We know that.'

'True. Once pod six has been taken off pod five we can safely land, if the cradle is safe. But the tug can't land with the last five pods connected with the misalignment. That would be a disaster.'

'Agreed.'

'So. If the tug takes off pods eight to ten, then seven and six, we can land one to five, then get straight back up there. We can get the last three pods and bring them down, leaving the tug to deal with six and seven. Does that make any sense whatsoever?'

'In Principal. Let's tell Carlos.'

'Want me to talk to him?'

Dillow said, 'We'll do it together. Come on.'

'After you.'

'Freighter XB7FG6 calling Moon. Carlos?'

'Carlos here. We're on track for you.'

'We've been thinking,' said Cragg.

'Unusual for you, Craggy. What were you thinking, exactly?'

Dillow said, 'Pods six and seven are the troublesome ones. If we take eight to ten off first, secure them with safety line to six and seven, the tug can wait while we land the first five pods. We go back up, we reconnect with the last three and bring those down. You get the cradle cleared while we do that. We go back up again, connect up with pod six, bring that down, and the tug can bring number seven down.'

Impressed with Dillow's fine tuning of his idea, Cragg said, 'It's a little convoluted, but it maximises the chances of a completely successful delivery.'

'Leave it with me. I'll call with the details later. Over.'

'Over,' said Dillow. 'What are you grinning at?'

'The future of the human race, and I like what I see.'
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Four hours later, Carlos came back with the approval of the plan.

'We agreed it was the best plan. We'll need to undo the welding between six and seven. Any volunteers?'

'I can do that,' said Cragg.

'I should do it,' said Dillow.

'I want you driving the bus. I did the welding, I'll undo it.'

Carlos said, 'As long as one of you does it. I'll leave that with you two. Twenty two hundred hours Moon Base Time for the relaying with the tug.'

Cragg asked, 'Who is the tuggy?'

'Spencer.'

'Spence? A good man.'

'Twenty two hundred hours,' said Dillow. 'We'll be ready.'

* * *
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The orbit was established and Cragg was already suiting up. 'I promise you next time we need a welder, it's all yours.'

'I know. We can't afford to stuff up.'

The radio hissed. 'Craggy? Spence here. I'm on your tail. You guys ready?'

'I'm on my way right now, Spence. Good luck, Fawn. Just stay calm and focused.'

'Good luck, Craggy.'

Cragg did a stock-take in the airlock. He had secured himself to a retractable safety line, had a complete two hundred metre line around his shoulders, the welding gun and hammer in his utility belt. 

'Leaving the airlock now, Dillow.'

As he leaped out of the airlock, he could see Spencer closing in, in the tug. It looked weird with the lifter attached to it. Cragg climbed along the backs of the pods until he reached the top of number seven. 

'Spence? Centre on pod nine. Easy in. Easy in. Square up. Open the grabbers. Down. Down. Down. Now shut the grabbers. Perfect. Hold it there. Dillow. Unlock seven and eight pods.'

'Seven and eight, unlocking now.'

'Locks opened,' Cragg confirmed. 'Spence. Take a deep breath. Ease her up, but keep everything dead square. Steady. Nice. A little more. Pods clear. Match speeds. Now. I'm going to get a line on to secure eight to seven.'

From his belt he took two high tensile shackles and looped one on each end of the line. Then he looped the line through the pod mountings and bolted the shackles together.

'Okay, Spence. Let go of pod nine. Clear. Line taking the strain.' Cragg was certain the super strong line would hold it all together out in space. 'Spence. I've got to get more line from the airlock. Stay put.'

'Okay, Craggy.'

Cragg returned to the airlock for another coil of line and two more shackles. Then he went back to pod six. Taking out the welding gun, he used the heat to melt away his original welding. That done, he moved out of the way. 'Spence. Come in and grab number seven, the end pod. This is a tricky one, because the V sections have been warped.'

'Easy does it then. Moving in.'

Cragg guided the tug and the grabbers over pod seven. 'Don't forget we have three pods tied up to this one.'

'This was your idea, was it?'

'You got a better one?'

'Nope. Coming in.'

With the grabbers locked on, pod seven was lifted clear, thankfully not jambing in the damaged V sections. Cragg used the line and shackles to secure six and seven together.

Dillow said, 'Craggy. Can we get six pods down with the ship?'

'Don't think so. There's been some distortion between five and six. Not a lot, but enough not to risk it. We'll have to take off number six now. Spence. Leave pod seven, grab pod six. Easy. Steady, Lock grabbers. Dillow. Unlock pod six.'

'Unlocking pod six now. Green light.'

Cragg confirmed the locks had unlocked. 'Spence. Locks are off. Ease her away.' Spencer slid the pods apart. 'Dillow. We now have five pods on the ship. Spence. You have all the ducks in a row. Keep it that way. I'm going with Dillow to land our pods. See you in a couple of hours. Don't go away.' 

'As if. Have fun.'

Cragg got through the air lock and took his helmet off. 'That was fun.'

'Buckle up. We're going down.'
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Dillow took the ship and the train of five pods in a single decreasing orbit. The landing lights were all on and the patched up cradle illuminated. Cragg stayed silent as Dillow lined up the pods on the cradle, the ship on the pad and then landed.

'Angus?' said Dillow.

'Ready.'

'Grab pod five.'

Angus straddled five with the grabbers and Dillow released the locks. This was repeated for all the pods and it took a full hour to take them all off. As soon as the pods were away, Dillow set off to join Spencer.

'Nice to see you again.' said Spencer.

Craggy said, 'You might change your mind with the next part. We need to hook up pods eight to nine to the ship. That's never been attempted in space. You up for this?'

'We can but try.'

'Okay. Good man. I need to remove the safety line. Six and seven will float for the time being. Spence. Let go of seven and grab pod nine. I'm on my way out of the airlock.'

As Cragg let himself out of the airlock and got between the pods, he waited for Spencer to lock the grabbers on pod nine before before releasing the safety line holding the pods together.

'Now the fun starts. Over to the ship, Spence.'

Spencer closed the gap between the three pods and the rear of the ship.

'Dillow. Rock steady nerves. Get ready to lock. Spence. Nice and easy. Don't crash them together.'

Spencer inched the three pods to the back of the ship. This was something nobody had tried before. The design of the ship and pods were for locking them together on the ground. It would take all of Spencer's skill to get the pods in position with a tug hastily cobbled to a grabber. How many millions of dollars depended on this going right, was anyone's guess.

Cragg got as close as he dared to the back of the ship, away from the thrusters, but close enough to see what was happening. His mouth was parched and he thought of the beer in the fridge but they had to get this job done first. Inch by inch, the front of the lead pod kissed the rear of the ship.

'Square up towards the ship. Too much. Back a touch. Slide it down. Easy. Down, Spence. Dillow get ready to lock on my word. Spence. Down now. Dillow, lock it now.'

'Locked,' said Dillow. 'Craggy?'

'Locks in place. Spence. Let go.'

Spencer opened the grabbers and that part of the job was done. But there was still more to do.

'Spence. Hang on to the damaged pods. We'll take ours down and return as soon as we can.'

Sitting next to Dillow, he let her take the ship on its one orbit, and land the pods on the cradle. Another wait for the pods to be cleared and they were back in space to work with Spencer. Starting to feel his age, Cragg went for yet another spacewalk. He undid the shackles to let the pods free.

'Spence. All yours. Get that in the cradle and come back here for the last one. We'll look after it until you do.'

'I'd better get a damn raise after all this.'

'Don't tell those muppets down there, but I've a few beers with your name on them.'

'Nice one, Craggy.'

'Good luck.'

Attempting another risky first, Spencer took the unlikely combination of tug, grabber and pod into the slight Moon's gravitational pull. Engineers and emergency crews were on standby for the unorthodox manoeuvre. A camera was recording the historic event. Spencer hovered over the cradle and Angus stood close by to guide his colleague in. Tugs had all the finesse of a butterfly wearing wooden clogs. Nothing felt right to Spencer. Relying on Angus's directions and flying blind unable to see the cradle under the pod, it was all about trust.

'Easy, Spence,' said Angus. 'To me. To me. Stop. Down. Slow. Stop. Let go of the pod. Now get clear. More. Done. Spence. That was a brilliant job, my friend.'

'Not finished yet. One more to go.'

Spencer took the tug out of the gravitational pull and orbited to meet up with the ship.

'How did it go?' Cragg asked.

'Not too shabby. They'll have cleared the cradle by the time I get this one down. You can go as soon as I've grabbed it.'

Cragg worked with Spencer to grab the final damaged pod. That done, he released the safety line.

'Don't forget that beer, Craggy.'

'Don't you get too excited. It's only from Mars.'

'That shit? Still. A beer's a beer. See you soon.'

By the time Spencer reached the cradle, the previous pod had gone. Everyone held their breath again as the pod was eased into the cradle. Spencer was about to let the pod go, when the patched-up cradle started to buckle. As the cradle collapsed, it was taking the grabber and tug with it. Spencer tried to release the pod, but everything was tipping over before he could let go of it. It seemed to play out in slow motion, as cradle, pod, grabber and tug crashed into the soft Moon dirt. The combined weight of the grabber and pod crushed the tug into a compressed tangle of wreckage with Spencer inside. A huge cloud of dust covered everything. Eventually, the dust settled to reveal the mangled tug.

'Spence?' yelled Angus. He got no reply. It didn't look good for Spencer. 'Spence!'

'Are you lot going to get me out of here?' yelled, Spencer. 'My shift finished hours ago.'
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With the total booze ban, Angus and a bandaged Spencer joined Cragg and Dillow on the ship. A bucket had been filled with ice and beer. Spencer was wearing a sling for his broken left arm and bandages for his broken ribs.'

'I bet that hurt, Spence,' said Craggy.

'Still does.'

'Didn't they give you something for the pain?' said a concerned Dillow.

'Yeah. But I can't take them with beer. A man has to have his priorities right.'

'Well. I think we did a good job out there,' said Cragg. 'Cheers, everybody.'

'Cheers.'

'So, Craggy,' said Angus. 'No more flying for you.'

Cragg said, 'This last trip was pretty eventful. Not a bad way to finish off.'

'What are your plans?'

'Chugger Taylor has offered me a job in the sanitation department.'

'Oh, man. That stinks,' said Spencer.

'More than likely,' said Dillow.

'I meant Craggy should have a much better job than that. What a waste.'

Cragg shrugged and passed more beer around. 'Well, no way am I going to Earth again. I'm too old for Mars, I'm told, so I should count my blessings for a job here.'

'Better than nothing, I guess,' said Angus. 'What about you, Fawn?'

'Mars. I'm going back as soon as I've a load to take. I see myself living there.'

Spencer said, 'Not planning on hauling freight?'

'Maybe for a year or two.'

'Is that right?' said Cragg. 'Don't you need your captains tickets to do that?'

'Yes, of course I...Craggy? Are you failing me?'

'Well, I was just thinking...'

'Craggy?'

'I was just thinking you could do with this.' From his pocket, he took out a velvet box. 'Here you go.'

Dillow opened the box. She took out the gold double lightning bolts. 

Cragg laughed. 'Congratulations, Freighter Captain first class Fawn Dillow.'
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Moon Commander Anton Forbes invited Cragg and Dillow into his office. 'Coffee? Tea? The real thing. Very rare.'

'Thanks,' said Cragg. 'Tea will do us fine.'

Forbes put the call through for refreshments. 'First of all, I'd like to thank you both for your terrific work out there. Sterling efforts in saving the haul. Well done, you two.'

Dillow said, 'Angus and Spencer did a great job, too.' 

'Indeed they did and we'll reward them accordingly. I see you are wearing your captains pin.'

'Craggy thinks I've earned it.'

'I do,' said Cragg.

Forbes said,'It's well deserved. Are you looking to haul freight to Mars?'

'Yes. I'm ready to go as soon as there's a load to take.'

'Hmm. We can always take anything Mars supplies us with, but to make it economical, we need to take stuff to them, too.'

Dillow asked,'Don't you have anything to take?'

'Not for a couple of weeks or so. Can you kick back until then? I'm sure your father would like to see you?'

'Is he on Moon?'

'On his way. He was on security observation on his ship The Eye. Keeping an eye on Earth. He'll be here in a couple of days or so.'

Cragg said, 'That'll be nice for you to catch up.'

'I suppose,' said Dillow. 'Commander Forbes. Just out of interest, that marsillium we brought in. What do they want it for?'

'The West didn't go into details. Something about a non polluting power source. '

'A bit late for that,' said Cragg.

Forbes said, 'It's paid for. We just have to deliver it.'

Dillow said, 'With an unmanned ship I've been told.'

Forbes linked his fingers and leaned back in his chair. 'We have no choice. No captain, rookie or otherwise would take it with the diseases rampant, and we wouldn't allow it. We need a ship to survive the entry into Earth's atmosphere. We have one fully reusable ship. The new one, Big Bird. We have been flat-out adapting it for the marsillium and also for computer controlled flight. It is programmed to return with the laser powered steelworks. Development of Moon, and to some degree, Mars, will be extremely difficult without it.'

'When does it go?' asked Cragg.

'All being well, twelve days time. The ship's ready, but the commissioning of the computers will take the time. Would you care for a guided tour? I could take you tomorrow if you like.'

'I'd really like that, Commander Forbes,' said Cragg.

'Me too,' said Dillow. 'Thanks.'
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As agreed, Cragg and Dillow met with Forbes the following morning. Fully suited, the Moon Commander drove them himself the twenty five kilometres away from the Base buildings, to the new ship site. The sheer size of the project made Cragg and Dillow gasp.

'Three hundred and fifty metres in length,' said Forbes, proudly. 'Fifty meters in diameter. Twin plasma drive engines. Our engineers are constantly refining the propulsion systems.'

Cragg said,'From my poor old brain, I recall helium gas being bombarded with electrical pulses. That turns it into plasma, which is ejected using electrostatic and electromagnetic forces and that's the propulsion.'

'I'm impressed,' said Dillow.

'Don't be. I've no idea what any of that means,' admitted Cragg.

'It means,' said Forbes, 'We don't have to lug around a load of fuel to get from A to B. We can go faster, further and carry more. The improved engines can reach twice the speed of your old freighter. The skin is a new material made from Martian elements, mostly marsillium sprayed on in a thin coating. Super resilient to heat.'

'And that's the launch slope?' Dillow asked.

'Yes. That's a five kilometre, forty five degree slope. The ship is winched backwards up the slope, then the plasma engines fire up and down she goes, then up the short upward slope, into space. Cuts down on take off fuel usage by sixty seven percent.'

'Amazing,' said Cragg. 'How does it land?'

'Rotatable thrusters and retractable legs. The ship is a beauty. This is the future of space travel.'

'But no people,' said Dillow.

Forbes said, 'It can carry people. Up to three hundred passengers at a time if it isn't fully loaded with goods. Just no pilot.'

'Captain Dillow is concerned she's about to be made redundant,' said Cragg.

Forbes laughed. 'I'm not exactly keen on billion dollar ships being controlled by a bunch of circuitry. If it wasn't the risk of picking up contagious diseases, this baby would have a human in charge. I mean, look at what you two dealt with. See a computer anywhere that could do any of that?'

'Can we look inside?' asked Dillow.

'Follow me.'

They followed Forbes to the front of the ship.

'This is the pointy end,' said Cragg, confidently.

'Nothing lost on you, Craggy,' said Forbes.

The airlock hatch was open and a young woman was sitting in a cramped bucket seat. Miles of multi coloured cables were pouring over the side of the hatch, to a man and woman with sophisticated diagnostic equipment.

'A seat?' said Cragg.

'Only one. For the computer technician, but also for manual override by a pilot should the need arise,' explained Forbes. 'Stella. How is it going?'

The technician in the seat smiled at the commander. 'Good. We have three independent systems, one kicking in if the other fails.'

'So reassuring,' said Dillow.

'You're Fawn Dillow,' said Stella. 'That was quite an adventure you just had.'

'It was pretty full on. You fly?'

'No. I've been in a few ships, but not as captain of one.'

Forbes asked, 'Stella. Will we be ready for take off on the set launch date?'

'Hopefully.'

'Hopefully?'

'Hopefully.'

Cragg sensed the friction and decided to defuse it. 'Commander Forbes. Maybe we should let the young lady get on with her work.'

'Okay. I see a ship coming in. That, if I'm not mistaken, is Commander Dillow. I hope you get to spend some time with your father. Allow me to take you to him.'
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Space Security Commander Lance “armour” Dillow had a black ship.  Not a nice shiny attractive black, but a dull, angular, single plasma drive thing, bristling with laser canons, so it was no surprise when the space legend himself appeared at the top of the ramp as the hatch opened. A dozen officers in similarly uninspiring black suits and helmets parted and marched down on either side of the giant.

In his helmet, he stood a shade over seven foot tall. He saw his daughter waiting for him at the bottom of the ramp. He seemed to pause as if deciding whether or not to go down the ramp to her. The ramp shook as he stomped down towards her.

'Commander Forbes,' he said, tilting his black sun visor out of the way. He had piercing, suspicious green eyes, that chilled anyone he encountered. He glanced briefly at his daughter before giving his undivided attention to Moon Commander Forbes. Forbes kicked off.

'Good to have you back, Commander Dillow. You know Captain Cragg?'

'Craggy. Not brought beer back from Mars, I hope?'

'Me? As if. Oh, by the way. Allow me to introduce Freighter Captain Fawn Dillow.'

'Yeah? It looks like everyone's either a captain or a commander these days.' 

'Thanks, Dad.'

The big man grinned and a flash of pride showed in his green eyes. 'I'm winding you up. I am extremely proud of you. Thanks for looking after Fawn for me, Craggy.'

'She earned her tickets. She's a natural.'

Forbes interrupted the reunion. 'Lance. You have a report for me about Earth?'

'For your ears only.'

Forbes said, 'Off to my office, then. I'll drop you two off on the way.'

* * *
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Forbes locked his office door and told admin to hold all calls.

'Lance?'

'Not good.'

'I'd be surprised if it was. I'm listening.'

'The solar storm didn't help. We got info in bits and drabs. The West is up to something.'

Forbes said, 'The West is always up to something. So is the East. Are you talking about something new?'

'Some new weapon. They're plotting to take over the East with it. They can't even feed each other, they're ravished by drought, dropping like flies with diseases, and what do they do? Spend their time making new weapons and killing each other.'

Forbes agreed. 'Earth makes no sense whatsoever to me, these days. As long as we get that laser powered steelworks here, they can do what they damn well want to, as far as I'm concerned.'

'Okay. If you don't mind, I'd like to see Fawn. Or should that be Captain Fawn.'

'You're as pleased as punch with her. Get the hell out of here.'
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'Mars.'

Freighter Captain Dillow said, 'Dad. It isn't that far away. Well, actually it is. But what choice do I have?'

'Not Earth, that's for sure. The Moon?'

'Seriously?'

'Thirty or forty years from now, Moon will be a little paradise.'

Fawn said, 'Mars already is. Have you been there?'

'Not for a few years. Is that monkey man still there?'

'Foreman. The GenMop man. No. Dad. Craggy said...'

'Craggy? What you do has nothing to do with that old fossil.'

Fawn flared up. 'That old fossil took half a dozen space walks to get us and the haul safely here. He's one of the best. And he was right. The future is Mars and I intend to be a part of it.'

Lance agreed. 'Craggy's right. I Just hate to admit to myself what everyone knows. The Earth is over and those who remain must carry on without it the best we can.' He stared at his daughter. 'You look so much like your mother.'

'I'll take your word for that. I never met her.'

'She held you for just a few minutes before she died. I was a mess. Overjoyed at your birth and distraught holding your mother's hand as she slipped away. But I remember the look on her face, in her eyes. She was in such terrible pain, but she was smiling at you. She had to endure that pain so you could be born. Then she kissed you, smiled at me and she was gone.'

Fawn went to her father's side. 'Dad.'

He stroked his daughter's hair, 'And now I feel like I'm losing you, going off to live on Mars.'

'Dad. You'll never lose me. Besides. I intend to be hauling freight for two or three years. I'll be catching up with you here, like we are now.'

He smiled at her. 'She would have been so proud of you, as am I.'

'Thanks, Dad.'
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It was full on, on Moon. The new ship was still being prepared, the pods of marsillium being loaded in anticipation of the technicians having the computers ready for the launch date.  At the same time, Cragg's old ship was broken up for spare parts and Fawn Dillow was showing Craggy her brand new freighter.

'Isn't she gorgeous?'

The ship was a thing of beauty. It brought it home to Craggy just how ancient his old ship had been. The deck was light and airy and well thought out. 

Craggy hardly recognised the controls. 'You know how all this works?'

'I had plenty of simulation training so it's all familiar to me. I'm booked in for a test flight in a day or so. Care to come with me?'

Cragg was surprised at the invitation. 'Me?'

'I need a copilot by law. Of course, I thought of you. Just round the Moon a couple of times. I know I've had a few hours in the simulator but there's nothing like the real thing.'

'I'd be honoured to go with you. Thank you.'

Dillow said, 'If the test flight pans out, the ship gets to take the new designed pods to Mars. I'll miss you, Craggy.'

'You'll be fine.'

'I told Dad about me wanting to live on Mars.'

'Was he cool about it?'

Dillow shrugged. 'He knows it's for the best.'

'That's not what I asked.'

'I told him I'd be hauling freight for a few years, so I'd still see him.'

'Make sure you do.'

* * *
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'Look,' said Cragg. 'I know technically, I'm your designated copilot, just don't actually expect me to be able to fly this gizmo, okay?'

Dillow chuckled. 'Sit down and buckle up.'

'Yes, captain.'

'Captain Fawn Dillow, requesting flight clearance.'

'Clear to go, captain.'

'Thanks, Carlos.'

'Shouldn't you fire up the thrusters?'

'Just did. Quiet, yeah?'

'Shit. I thought I'd gone deaf in my old age.'

The new ship was as smooth as it was quiet. Craggy watched mesmerised as Dillow's fingers flew over the consul. They were all touch-less controls, responding to her gentle hand movements. Many of the controls weren't even identified. Dillow just knew after minimum training, what and where they were. 

He used to think he had a symbiotic relationship with his old ship, but this was the melding of machine and human. Dillow was one with her ship. He sat back to enjoy the test ride. Dillow activated the heat shield five times, and it opened and retracted perfectly, ensuring entry through the Martian atmosphere would be trouble free. 

When they landed and Dillow shut down, Craggy said, 'That was great.'

Dillow hugged him and kissed his cheek. 'Want me to bring you beer back from Mars?'

'You damn well better do.'
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'Are you absolutely damn sure, Stella?'

'Commander Forbes. We have given the computer systems a one hundred hour workout. And that was after ironing out bugs.'

'Right. I'll have her winched up the launching slope. We launch on time. Noon tomorrow.'

At noon the next day, Stella was there at the slope, along with half the Moon Base personnel, a kilometre back behind the safety barriers. The seconds were counted down. With five to go, the plasma engines fired up. They built up power and on zero, the locks let go. It flew down the slope, then up the other side, to go free like some dove of peace. As the crowd cheered and the ship became a white blip out in space, Forbes wished it was a huge beautiful bird of peace. The Earth sure needed one.

'So far so good, Stella.'

'A long way to go yet, Commander. '

'Yeah. Oh. Dillow. Are you ready for your lift off tomorrow?'

Fawn Dillow said, 'Yes. Sir. Can't wait to get going.'

'The pods should be all lined up ready by now. The new designed couplings should prevent a re-occurrence of your last problems.'

'I still need a copilot.'

Forbes said, 'We've a rookie for you. He's just finished basic training.'

'Is he any good?'

'If he isn't, you can make him good.'

'I'll do what I can, Sir.'
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Earth, inside Westmont City, the West.

Chief scientific advisor, Marlon Pinkard said, 'The marsillium is on its way from Moon, Sir.'

The man who spoke was thin; gaunt looking. The man he spoke to, was also thin. In a world of famine and drought, it didn't pay to be a leader and look fat. The starving wouldn't appreciate it.

'It's all a bit too late, Pinkard.' said West President Fargo Wells.

'Sir. We had no idea of the way we could use marsillium until recently.'

Wells shook his head and sighed. 'I meant too late by decades. It's all over, Pinkard. We both know it.'

'Sir...'

'I'm tired. Like the planet. Tired and dying. The streets outside are full of dead people. Nobody bothers to clean them up anymore.'

Pinkard was well aware of how bad things were outside the sanctuary of the city protected by the extinct volcano. There was little he could do about it. 'So the marsillium? Do we use it?'

Wells buried his head in his hands. He was sick. Sick of waking up each day; president of death and disease. 'Yes. Why the hell not.'

* * *
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The computer controlled ship hummed like a bird. It had a seat to fit a human, but it needed no human sitting in it. It was a two and a half day flight to Earth. It could have done it in half the time, but Forbes had insisted in using half power. “Nice and easy does it for this first time. I'd rather it get there and back in one piece than break any speed records,” he'd said.

It started on its slow orbit around the Earth, out of sight from Moon. Inside, the computer controls turned on and off, the soulless pilot not “feeling” the journey; the empty seat a travesty of a vital component missing from the whole.

It was a one off, to some an abomination, a billion dollar bird taking a payload to a dying planet. It circled like a bird of prey, hungry, looking for something to kill and consume. One more circumnavigation and it would strike.
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'Of course it's safe,' said Angus.

Fawn Dillow stared at the hirsute Angus, buried in a bush of red hair filling up much of his helmet, and then back at the cradle. Most of it had been rebuilt. The wrecked tug, grabber and pod had been completely removed. Nothing went to waste on Moon, and every part of the tug and grabber had been stripped to be reused and recycled. 

The four pods to take to Mars were already on the cradle. She could see the new connecting arrangement to link the pods in the train. It looked well designed and solidly built; impossible for a wayward stone to become trapped and cause havoc. A young man in a spotless suit, helmet so shiny it hurt the eyes, nervously walked up to them. When he saluted, Dillow almost burst out laughing.

'Rocky Ramshorn, reporting for duty.'

'At ease, Ramshorn,' said Dillow, keeping her face straight.

'I'll leave you two to become acquainted,' said Angus with a “good luck” wink at Dillow, and then he walked away.

Dillow studied the rookie. He was tall; slightly taller than she was. He looked as if he had endeavoured to add muscle to a naturally lean frame, and not quite succeeded. She put the serious expression down to his nervousness at finally being able to put his intensive training to good use. 

'So. Ramshorn. Completed your basic training.'

'Yes, Captain. Top of my class.'

'Score in the simulator?'

'A ninety two average,' said the rookie, proudly.

'Excellent.' She had only managed an eighty five average. She would keep that to herself.

Ramshorn was staring at the pods. 'Any idea what's in them?'

'Not a clue. Does it matter?'

'I guess not. Where's the ship?'

'Having a final check over. We'll fly her over to pick up the pods in the morning. Can you cook?'

It wasn't a question he was expecting. 'I live alone, so I have to cook. Can't live just on Base cooking.'

'So true. How old are you, Ramshorn?'

'Nearly twenty.'

'How nearly?'

'Err. I was nineteen three months ago.'

'Close enough.' Dillow already felt like the kid's big sister. Jeez. She wasn't far off being old enough to be the rookie's mother. 'Excited?'

'Are you kidding me? A trip to Mars?'

'It can get a little tedious, you know?'

Ramshorn stared at Dillow in disbelief. The old ship had recorded the adventure of Dillow and Craggy saving the pods and ship, and that was now used as part of the training. With a brand new freighter, how could a trip to Mars be anything but exciting?
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Space Security Commander Lance Dillow sat with a fixed expression at his ship's computers. The ship was still on its pad on Moon. He was with his top technical officer, Wendy Breeze. She was an attractive but dumpy brown-haired girl in her early twenties, and a wizz in the world of surveillance.  

'Lance. What we're doing is possibly illegal.'

'I'll take possibly over definitely. Breezy. You heard some of the stuff we picked up on in Earth orbit. The solar storms prevented us getting the full picture, but what we did hear, wasn't good.'

'I could get in serious trouble, spying on Westmont.'

Dillow said, 'Who with? I'm your boss, so not me. The Earth? They're too busy dying down there. Besides, I believe this falls under my jurisdiction and I quote, “to promote and maintain the security and safety of all people in space and on all established space bases”.

'Nothing about Earth in that remit.'

'True. And I may be taking a few legal liberties, but in my view, if anything on Earth could be threatening the security and safety of the rest of us, I think we should know about it, don't you?'

'Okay. We're at the best position to listen in. Are you sure you want to eavesdrop on Fargo Wells himself?'

'In for a penny, in for a pound.'

'In for a what?'

'In for a...never mind. A really old Earth saying. Come on, Breezy. Work your magic.'

The entire wall was a screen. On the screen was a view of the Earth. The swirling familiar blue was not as it used to be. 

The oceans were still blue, though not as vibrant as before. The combination of overfishing, too many crude oil accidents, pollution, nuclear fallout, had all but destroyed it. The green of the rainforests was almost gone. Extensive deforestation had ruined the lungs of the planet beyond the point of recovery. The rainfall was unpredictable and uncontrollable. Where the mighty rivers once flowed, sad trickles barely made it to the sea.

Over ninety percent of the wildlife alive at the start of the twenty first century, had been wiped out near the end of that same century. And those supposed to be the guardians were determined to strangle the last breath from the world.

Breeze said, 'Think he'll be at Westmont?'

'Him and a few thousand mostly useless, worthless individuals who would have no idea what a hard days work meant.'

'Not on your best friends list, I take it. Getting through the mountain is impossible, which is why it was chosen in the first place.'

Westmont was the refuge for a select few thousand. It was inside and deep underneath an extinct volcano, safe from any type of attack, and self sufficient in food and water in the excavated caverns deep in the ground. Every morsel and drop was strictly rationed. All people were underweight, barely shells of what they should be. 

Children were prohibited to the number the city could support. The population was dwindling and becoming unsustainable. In the crater of the mountain were the communication dishes and a handful of satellites afforded unreliable communication between the West settlements. Those not considered good enough for the shelter of Westmont were mostly left to fend for themselves in patchy tribes, existing on their wits, often clashing in bloody battles with similar tribes of the East. 

It was those privileged ones in Westmont, Breeze homed in on. It was a garble of several messages going off at once. It took all of Breeze's digital dexterity to tune out what she didn't want.

'Let's try this one.'

Something crackled unpleasantly and a croaky voice was saying, '...eleven hours. Supposed to be without a pilot. Your priority is to get the marsillium here. We'll convert it.'

Another voice piped up. 'When does the old steelworks arrive?'

'Don't be stupid. There is no steelworks. They just think there is.'

'But I thought the idea was to supply them with a steelworks in exchange for the marsillium?'

'Not going to happen. Think about it. How the hell were we supposed to get a whole steelworks together? Those type of skills are all but gone.'

'They'll be more than a little annoyed with us when the empty ship returns.'

'And that's what I called about. President Wells and I are in accord. Get us the marsillium and your job is done. Disable the ship, not permanently; just enough so it won't take off. They'll assume some technical problem, so they won't know we conned them.'

'And if...then...I'll ...later.'

'Lost them,' said Breeze, fighting the controls.

'Sons of bitches,' growled Dillow. 'We've been robbed. You keep listening in. Make me a copy of that. I'm off to see Commander Forbes. He needs to know this.'
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Forbes listened to the recording three times without interruption. 'We've been stitched up. I knew things were bad, but not this bad.'

Lance Dillow said, 'I don't get this marsillium thing. What's that about? I'm no scientist, but I thought that stuff was just a fireproof material. Capable of withstanding incredible heat.'

'So did I. We've been experimenting on making even better spray on coatings with it. We have the latest version of it on that new ship.'

'You won't get that back, by the sound of it,' said Dillow, sourly. 

'That stinks. They clearly won't use it. They haven't the skills to turn it into a missile. If they were thinking of coming here in that ship, bringing their diseases, you have my blessing to blast them straight to hell. If the lying shits aren't supplying us that laser powered steelworks, they could at least do the decent thing and send the ship back to us.'

Lance Dillow was saying, 'I'd love to know what was really ...' when there came a knock on the office door.

'Enter,' said Forbes.

A breathless Wendy Breeze entered, her helmet under her arm. 'Commanders. Sorry to interrupt.'

'Out with it, Breezy,' said Forbes.

'The West plan to make a weapon out of the marsillium to wipe out the East, once and for all.'

'Idiots,' said Forbes. 'Marsillium isn't weapon material. A possible protection from attack with its heat resistant properties, but not as a weapon.'

'On its own, I agree, Sir. Even used as an extreme heat shield it's stable. But they've found when it mixes with something else, it's six times more powerful than equivalent hydrogen isotope weapons.'

Dillow said, 'Right. Wow. But it hasn't any radioactive properties.'

'That's the point,' said Breeze. 'It has incredible explosive properties, without any radioactive fall out. They can totally destroy the East cities, without poisoning the land. Then the West can take it over and free their people to grow enough food.'

Forbes said, 'Jeez. Any idea what they intend to mix the marsillium with?'

'Hydrogen isotope. That's not the weapon by itself, but a relatively small amount of the isotope in combination with the marsillium, when ignited with a small nuclear trigger, takes the marsillium beyond its equilibrium, at which point it becomes unstable and...boom. Big time.'

'Stay right here, Breezy. Take a seat,' said Forbes, before putting out an urgent call to Stella. They waited an anxious eleven minutes for her to get to the office. Forbes told her to sit before continuing.

'Is there a problem with the ship, Sir?'

'Not that we're aware of, Stella,' Forbes assured her. 'But we do have a problem. The West have found a way of turning marsillium into a weapon. We have to stop them. Can we get our ship back here, before it lands?'

Forbes, Dillow and Breeze were holding their collective breath. 

'Any idea where the ship is at the moment? Still the other side of Earth?'

'Yes,' said Dillow. 'Is that a problem?'

'One of many. It isn't a question of distance, but anything obstructing the signal, like a planet, will make controlling it from here impossible.'

Forbes said, 'By my reckoning, it should be coming from behind Earth in about eighty minutes. If you got a signal, can you change the course of the ship and get it back here?'

'In theory. We had limited success in our trials overriding the programmed commands. It was something we were going to sort out once the ship had returned. The ship performed at one hundred percent going through the original programming.'

'But we have a shot at it?' asked Forbes, hopefully.

'During the simulated trials there were instances when we just sent the ship spinning out of control. Because the ship is getting closer to the Earth's gravitational pull, any slight deviation from the programmed course, could send it crashing into the Earth.'

'Damn it,' snapped Forbes, slapping his desk with the palm of his hand. 'I want that ship back here, and in one piece.'

Dillow asked, 'Stella. Is there any other way?'

'Well...' said, Stella, 'No. Not possible.'

'Stella?' Dillow insisted.

'The ship has a manual override. Hence the seat. But we would have to have a pilot sitting in it.'

'Crap!' said Forbes.

Breeze chipped in. 'Sir. We have a fast freighter ready to go. Perhaps we could catch the ship with it. Take it over.'

'The Mars run freighter?' said Forbes.

Dillow said, 'Wait a minute. That's my daughter's ship.'

'Then we need to talk to your daughter,' said Forbes.
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'All set?'

'Yes, Captain Dillow.' said Rocky Ramshorn. Sitting in the freighter was a whole lot different to the simulator. At least the controls were the ones he was familiar with. 

'Rocky. This will be a very long flight if you keep calling me Captain Dillow. It's kinda traditional just to use last names. Dillow, Ramshorn.'

'I...I prefer Rocky.'

'I can see how you would. Dillow, Rocky. Or Ramshorn if you piss me off. Right. Time to get this bird over to the cradle for the pods.'

Dillow's hands waved mysteriously over the non touch controls. There was the slightest kick as the the plasma thrusters fired up. Smoothly and silently, the ship lifted off the grey moon dust. It was a short trip to the pad in front of the cradle. Angus guided her to the exact spot. The ramp swung out and Dillow and Ramshorn walked down it to meet Angus.

'You guys ready to do this?' said Angus. He was a formidable looking man in his forties. He had been born on Earth in Scotland, and although he had left Earth when he was seven, he proudly lived up to a stereotype of what he imagined a Scotsman should be like. His red hair was wild and unkempt, and somewhere under a dense undergrowth of hair, was a face. His accent was so heavily cultivated only his father could understand him completely. Everyone else took their best guess at anything he said.

Dillow said, 'Ready as you are.'

'Right. We have four pods. We have better locks now, but you still need to control them. As soon as the last pod is in place, you can go.'

'Okay.'

'Give me ten minutes to get in the grabber cab and we'll get going.'

'Thanks, Angus. See you in seven months time. '

They were about to go back up the ramp when a voice called out.

'Hey. Dillow. You wouldn't go off to Mars without saying goodbye, would you?'

'Craggy. You came to see me off?'

'Of course. Just wanted to wish you all the best. I'd have been here sooner, but I had my arm stuck down a bloody toilet S bend.'

'Glad we didn't shake hands.'

'Who is this?'

'Rocky Ramshorn. My copilot.'

'Damn. They're getting younger by the day. So, you're off to Mars, son?'

'Yes. Hey. You're the one who did all that space walking, to save the pods.'

'And now I'm a glorified toilet cleaner. Let that be a lesson to you.'

'Craggy. We really have to go.'

'Take her away, Dillow.'

'Hold your fire,' said Forbes, running towards them.

'Commander Forbes. Dad. Come to wave me off?'

'Not exactly, Fawn,' said Commander Dillow. 'We got big trouble.'

'Dad. I'm about to go to Mars.'

'Listen, Fawn. The ship going to Earth. We have to stop it.'

'Are you serious?'

Forbes said, 'Never more serious. The West have found a way to turn marsillium into a terrible weapon. They plan to eliminate the East.'

'My God. But what am I supposed to do about it?'

Forbes explained, 'The ship has a manual override. We need to put a pilot in it to take control of the ship.'

'Come on, Fawn,' said Lance Dillow. 'We have to go.'

'We?'

'I'm coming with you.'

'Are you a pilot now, Dad?'

'Well, no.'

'Sorry, Dad. You're not much use to me, then.'

'I'm a pilot,' said Rocky.

'Maybe in a few years,' said Fawn. 'I need a real pilot for this job.'

Forbes said, 'Fawn. We are out of time. We have to go after that ship.'

'Err, excuse me. I'm a real pilot.'

'Craggy!' they all shouted at once.

Cragg shrugged. 'I can always go clean more toilets if you want?'

Fawn said, 'Come on, Craggy. Let's go catch a ship.'
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'Hey. Anybody want these pods?'

'Sorry, Angus,' said Fawn Dillow. 'Been a change of plan. See you when I get back.'

Angus watched the blue plasma drives head off towards the Earth. 'Hey, Dillow. Mars is the other way. Women. No damned sense of direction.'

On the ship, Dillow was entering the revised coordinates into the computer. 'Cutting it fine. We have nine and a half hours to catch that ship, then it goes into Earth's atmosphere.'

'Do you have a plan?' asked Cragg.

Dillow said, 'Catch up with the ship, then one of us has to get on board, take over the manual controls and fly it back to the Moon.'

'Sounds easy when you put it like that.'

'Can I help?' asked Rocky.

'Can you cook?' asked Cragg.

'Why do I keep getting asked that?'

'Because we are hungry,' said Dillow. 'See what you can rustle up.'

'Ninety two average and I get to cook,' mumbled Rocky, shuffling away to the galley.

'What's up with the kid?' asked Cragg.

Dillow said, 'Wants to be a pilot.'

'How old is he, twelve?'

'Nearly twenty. I think he's started shaving. Stella. Calling Stella.'

'I'm here.'

'Stella. We're full bore here. Can we cut anything off the time?'

'Big Bird is on a clockwise orbit around the Earth. Take an anticlockwise path and that'll be the shortest distance.'

'I'll put it up on the screen. Don't go away, Stella.'

The massive screen had a clear shot of the Earth. No sign of the ship. 

'Okay. We are here, our target should be coming out there. That gives us the distance, factor in our top speed, factor in the target's speed, and I calculate the time as being eight hours, forty two minutes, eighteen seconds. Stella?'

'I have the same numbers. We now have eight hours, fifty six minutes before the ship starts its entry into Earth's orbit.'

Cragg shared a look with Dillow and said, 'It wouldn't be any fun if it were too easy.'

Dillow said, 'I got just one question?'

'Yeah?'

'Where's that damn food?'
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The West didn't have everything all their own way. The East knew they had a lot to protect, and their own surveillance had also picked up on their enemies plans. They were not the types to roll over and let the West have the upper hand for too long. Attacking the West was considered, and promptly dismissed. 

The planet was hanging by a frayed thread so kicking it while it was down was self defeating. The immediate problem was a dirty great ship from the Moon with a payload the West intended to transform into a weapon powerful enough to destroy half the planet. The Eastern half.

Tim Lin Lee, Principal of the East, drove the vehicle along what had once been an excellent highway, now barely passable with the burnt out wrecks liberally scattered along it. This was one area where jungle had defied the odds and not only survived, but flourished; roots of deformed trees breaking up the tar-seal in places, adding to the hazardous journey. Tim Lin Lee, had taken over the job as the Principal of the East, inherited from his late father. He had been passed a poison chalice, and was stuck with it.

He had tried to mend bridges with the West; to salvage what they could between them. The West didn't even trust themselves, so there was no chance of any lasting peace with the East. Resigned to that, the East under his leadership, made what progress they could. Their surveillance of Westmont had revealed the latest threat from the West and he was determined to thwart it.

So as not to set off alarm bells in the paranoid Westmont politicians, Lee drove himself, unescorted, towards the missile base, hidden in a valley at the foot of a range of mountains. Around him, he sensed that eyes were watching him, tribes that thought their best chance of survival was to keep away from the main centres, existing any way they could. It wouldn't pay to breakdown here.

Eventually, he reached the turn-off to the rough trail that led to the missile base. A large woman in a patched up military uniform, her boots held together with tape, stood to attention as Lee parked, and saluted. Lee got out of the vehicle and returned the salute.

'At ease, Commandant Tzu. I have something for you.' 

From the rear seat of the vehicle, he picked up a parcel and handed it to Tzu. Tzu opened it, and found the new uniform and boots. Boots! She was close to tears.

'All new. Your size?'

'My size. Thank you, Principal Lee.'

'You are most welcome.'

Tzu relaxed, ready to give the Principal of the East the guided tour. Behind her, a highly polished missile stood ready for action. Lee took off his cap and ran a handkerchief over his bald head and pointed at the missile.

'Just how old is that thing?'

'Less than forty years old,' said Military Missile Commandant Din Tee Tzu, proudly. 'Your father commissioned it.' She took her position seriously and with a zero budget, ancient equipment, unqualified personnel, performed minor miracles on a daily basis.

'How many missiles do we have?'

'You're looking at it.'

Lee said, 'Right,' hiding his disappointment. 'Dare I ask, will it go?'

'Will it go? Will it go?'

'Will it go?'

'It will go.'

'But,' said Tim Lin Lee. 'Can we control where it goes?' 

'It is heat seeking. Follow me, Sir,' said Tzu. 

It was a reinforced concrete bunker she led him into which had a bank of computers with two school children playing some old three dimensional holographic game, squealing as wart infested gremlins decapitated each other. Tzu turned their game off which got howls of teenage protestations.

'And these children are...?' Lee asked.

'Mine. Amy and Danny.'

Lee looked around the bunker. 'Where are the technicians?'

'Here. Amy and Danny.'

Lee frowned at Tzu. 'Where are the real technicians?'

With a waggle of her finger, she called Lee outside. 'Sir. I have had no technicians for three years. They died of the plague.'

Lee, singularly unimpressed, folded his arms and demanded, 'Why wasn't I informed?'

'I did inform you. Three years ago. Two years ago, one year ago, six months ago, last week...'

'I get the message.'

'Apparently not.'

'So. Who fires the missile?'

Tzu pointed at the bunker. 'My kids. Very good on computers.'

Lee checked the time. 'We have...seven hours and forty three minutes. We need to destroy that ship before the West destroys us. All of us.'

'Let's ask the kids. Be nice.'

Lee sighed and shook his head, forced a smile and followed Tzu back in the bunker.

'Amy. Danny. This nice man is the Principal. He wants...Amy. Get rid of the gum, please. Thank you. Principal Lee wants you to shoot down that big ship up there.'

Amy and Danny looked at each other, then at Lee. 'Do we get paid?' asked Amy.

'Paid? Paid? I am Prin...'

'Principal Lee,' said Danny. 'Yeah. Got that. I like your hat.'

'Give him your hat,' whispered Tzu.

Lee went puce. 'What?'

'Give him your damn hat. And smile.'

Lee smiled and graciously handed the boy his hat. Danny put it on, but backwards. Amy held her hand out.

Lee looked at Tzu and gestured “what now?”

'Amy?'

'I like his watch.'

'Give her your watch.'

'Excuse me?' gasped Lee. 'This watch belonged to my great grandfather.'

'Give her the damn watch.'

Lee took off his precious gold watch, the one promised to his own son, and gave it to Amy.

'Now. Will you shoot the damn ship?'

Both kids shrugged.

'Please?'

'Yeah, okay.'

Lee bowed. 'Thank you. Good luck.'

The kids weren't listening. They were busy arguing over who was to launch the missile.

'I gotta go,' said Lee.

'Sir. You should stay in the bunker.'

'No, no and no.'

Lee stormed off to the car he had driven there himself, unescorted, his heart now sinking, knowing the future of the planet rested in the sticky hands of two insolent teenagers. Fifty yards from the car, he heard a disturbing rumbling sound. A glance over his shoulder told him the missile was about to launch. Disturbing clouds of smoke bellowed from the bottom of it followed by snaking flames. 

He started running. FAST! He was trying to outrun flames, not keen on being flambéed, racing past the car with the flames in hot pursuit, and he dived into the surrounding bushes head first. The car exploded flying fifteen feet into the air, and Lee, his hair full of leaves and twigs, poked his head above the undergrowth. The missile was roaring away into the sky.

Lee spat out a mouthful of dirt. 'Shit!'
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'Not a bad cook, young Rocky,' said Cragg, wiping his chin.

'Very nicely cooked fish,' said Dillow.

'Thanks,' said Rocky. 'How much longer until we reach the ship?'

'Three hours, seventeen minutes,' said Cragg.

Rocky said, 'So shouldn't we be making plans?'

'Plans?' said Cragg. 'Don't need one. We get close as we can to the ship, I go over, go inside, take over the ship, and fly her to the Moon.'

'You fly the ship back?' gasped Rocky, shocked.

'Of course I do. I mean, Dillow here, has to fly this one, so I have to fly the other one. Hardly rocket science. Well, actually, I suppose it is rocket science.'

'Sir. With respect, I should fly the other ship to the Moon.'

Cragg sighed. 'Rocky, Rocky, Rocky. Don't take offence, but this is a job for an experienced pilot.'

'And you, Sir, please don't take offence, but haven't you been retired as a pilot?'

Dillow said, 'He does have a point, Craggy.'

'He most certainly does not. Rocky. Have you actually ever flown a ship?'

'Well, I did score a ninety two average in the simulator.'

'Sim...bloody simulator? That is not a damn ship.'

'But I do have a pilots licence, unlike you.'

'Provisional licence,' Dillow reminded him. 'You only get your full tickets if I sign you off.'

Rocky said, 'I'd say a provisional licence trumps no licence at all.'

'He does have a point, Craggy.'

'He does not have a point. I've been piloting ships for more than fifty years.'

'Exactly,' said Rocky. 'That ship is a brand new, state of the art ship. I've been trained in all its technology, where as...'

'I used to fly coal fired ships I suppose. Steered by the stars, no doubt. Put my hand out the window to tell the wind direction.'

Dillow snapped, 'Craggy...'

Cragg continued unabated. 'And what about space walks? How many of those have you done?'

'Five.'

'Actually in space?'

'Well, not actually in space.'

Cragg stood up and glowered at Rocky. 'Then you have never walked in space.'

'Oi, you two,' snapped Dillow. 'Pull your heads in or I'll have you both space walking, but without safety lines.' 

Cragg sat back down, folded his arms and sulked as Rocky stormed off to the galley.
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'Exactly fifty minutes until we meet up with the ship,' said Dillow.

Cragg got up, stretched and yawned. 'I'm off to bed. Goodnight, Dillow.'

'Craggy?'

'What? I can't fly this bird, and you and boy wonder made it abundantly clear the only rockets an old fart like me can fly are the ones you light the blue touch paper on. Wake me up when it's all over.'

'Craggy.'

'It's okay. I'll only be in the way. I'm sure you two can handle it.'

'Stella to Dillow. Stella to Dillow.'

'Come in, Stella.'

'Got some bad news. There's been a missile launch on Earth.'

'Shit,' said Cragg.

'Are they back at war?' Dillow asked.

'No, Dillow. At first we thought it was a misfire, but it's tracking our Big Bird.'

'Stella. You said there's a missile tracking Big Bird? Confirm, please.'

'Confirmed, Dillow. It's following the ship, but gradually gaining on it. Estimated time of impact, sixty seven minutes.'

Cragg sat back down. 'Seventeen minutes, Fawn. We have a window of seventeen bloody minutes between reaching the ship and the missile hitting it.'

'Sounds about right.'

'You still think this is a job for Rocky?'

Dillow said, 'Maybe him being younger he will be a bit quicker than you. Maybe...'

'Maybe he'll get himself blown to kingdom come.' Cragg took hold of her hand. 'Fawn. I'm eighty four. I've had my time. If I snuff it, no big deal. Keep the boy out of harms way, yeah?'

Dillow said, 'I can't make a decision like that.'

'Fawn. You're the captain here. This is what captains do.'
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Cragg kicked off. 'Rocky. Come on. Take a seat.'

'How long have we got?'

'Not long. The captain and I have been talking things over. There's been a bit of a development. It kind of changes things a little.'

Rocky sat down between Dillow and Cragg. 'Go on.'

Cragg told him, 'It seems somebody on Earth decided to launch a missile at Big Bird.'

Rocky looked at Dillow, who merely nodded. 'When does it hit?'

Cragg said, 'We'll get about seventeen minutes to take over the ship.'

'That,' said Rocky, 'is not a lot of minutes.'

'Agreed,' said Cragg. 'So, this is the plan. I space walk over to the ship. I'll be able to concentrate better, knowing you are looking after Dillow, here, right?'

'But...'

'Hear me out. I get over to the ship. You are the back up plan. If I'm struggling, you come over and show me how it's done, I'll step out of the way. Fair enough?'

'But...'

Dillow stepped in. 'Rocky. I'm relying on you. I need you with me.'

'Okay. I guess that's a plan.'
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Lance Dillow, Anton Forbes, Wendy Breeze and Stella were watching the screen in Dillow's ship, the Eye.

Dillow said, 'Craggy's going to try to take over the ship?'

Breeze said, 'That's what Fawn said. I think they're trying to keep the boy safe.'

Forbes said, 'She has to get her ship away from the target ship. If that missile's nuclear and they're too close...'

'My daughter wouldn't do that,' growled Dillow.

Forbes said, 'Craggy's been round the block a few times. He'll tell her to do just that. He'll tell her to get the hell out of the way.'

Dillow stood up and paced like a tiger, a long extinct tiger. 'I hate not being able to do anything.'

'We all do, Lance,' said Forbes.

'Look,' said Breeze. 'I see the freighter.'

Dillow spun around. 'Fawn?'

'Yes,' said Breeze. 'I'll zoom in.'

The Earth filled the screen. The twin blue plasma thrusters from the freighter, glowing like mad wild flowers in a black garden.

'Any sign of the Big Bird?' asked Forbes.

'Not yet. We should see it in a couple of minutes.'

'Seven minutes and they should be by the ship,' said Stella.

'There it is,' said Dillow. 'See it?'

'Yes,' said Forbes. 'Zoom in, Breezy.'

Breeze zoomed in so she had a clear view of both ships. The freighter looked tiny next to Big Bird. They watched as Fawn did a smooth U turn to be in the same direction as the target ship. She moved in, matching the speed at the same time. For a second, it looked as if they were going to collide, but they missed. They were side by side, and the seconds were flashing by.

'The airlock's opening,' said Stella. She zoomed in closer and they could see the suited Cragg leap out of the airlock, the safety line trailing behind him.

'That is one brave old coot,' said Dillow.

'He always was,' said Forbes.

'Easy, Fawn,' said Dillow.

The ships were matching speeds with minutes to go before the missile was to catch up with them. They watched the tiny figure floating in space, the thin line securing him to the ship. It took two painfully slow minutes for Cragg to reach the hatch of the big ship. He wiped his gloved hand across the locking sensor. Nothing happened, and they could imagine a frustrated Craggy, swearing at the hatch, demanding that it opened. He tried again and on the third attempt, the hatch opened. Cragg unhooked the safety line and climbed inside. The hatch closed up, locking him in the ship.

'Go, Craggy, go,' said Forbes.

'Look,' said Stella. 'The missile.'

'Why isn't Fawn getting the hell out of the way?' said Forbes.

'I told you. She's my daughter. She won't leave Craggy.'

'That missile's closing in,' said Breeze. 'Come on, Craggy.'

Forbes called Fawn. 'Fawn. That missile's on your tail. Get your ship out of the way.'

'No way. We're in this together. That's right, isn't it Dad?'

'Your call.'

'Yeah, like you'd ever leave an officer of yours to slug it out on their own. Craggy's my friend. He would never leave me, I'm not leaving him.'

Stella said, 'Does Craggy know what he's doing?'

'You explained the procedure to him before he jumped over. If anyone can do it, Craggy can.'

'Four minutes until missile impact,' said Breeze.

'Come on, Craggy,' yelled Dillow.
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Cragg stared at the array of lights, sensors and things he couldn't even put a name too. Not normally a man of a nervous disposition, it started to concern him that he was sitting in ship with a missile with his name on it, about to do away with his problem of early retirement.

'Stella?'

'Here, Craggy. See a pale red sensor right at the top?'

'Got it.'

'Take your gloves off. Now, wave your palm over the sensor, about two centimetres from it.'

'Which hand. Left or right?'

'Either.'

Being right handed, that was the one he waved over the red sensor. Nothing happened.

'Stella?'

'Again, Craggy.'

With a silent prayer to the god of all astronauts, Cragg tried again. Success.

'Gone green.'

'You now have control.'

'Music to my ears. Now which one of these is the gas pedal.'

'Craggy?'

'Which is the go faster button?'

Stella said, 'There's a long narrow sensor right along the bottom.'

'Got it. It's got a red bit at the left hand side.'

Breeze said, 'Two minutes to missile impact.'

'Thanks for that little reminder, Breezy,' said Cragg.

Stella said, 'Palm of your hand, left to right.'

Cragg did as he was told. He couldn't get the sensor to respond and after much frantic gesticulation, the sensor things happened. The ship slowed down instead of speeding up.

'Oops!'

'Craggy...'

'I know, I know.'

'Hurry up, Craggy,' said Forbes.

'Keep your wig on. Here we go.'

Forbes and the others stared at the screen as the ancient missile ate up the precious distance. Suddenly, there was neck jolting acceleration and Craggy said, 'Whooowowoo.'

Forbes yelled, 'Fawn. Get the hell away. NOW!'

She didn't need telling twice. With a scary turn of speed, she was away in the opposite direction to Cragg. It was anyone's guess which ship the missile would follow. It wasn't anything personal, but it chose Cragg.
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'I'm going to follow Craggy from a distance,' said Fawn.

She followed Cragg and the persistent missile from a safe distance but something didn't look right.

'Craggy. You're heading for Earth.'

'No shit. Stella. Where's the steering wheel?'

'See a ring shaped sensor in the middle?'

'Yep. I can take it from here.'

'Craggy, Before...'

The big ship did a loop-de-loop not recommended in any training manual. Not to be outdone, the missile did the same. Out of the loop, Cragg lost control, and put the ship in a spin. His desperate waving at the sensors, any sensors, had the observers staring open mouthed as the ship missed a dead satellite by a hairs breadth. Missing that was one thing, but he was still heading for Earth.

Fawn yelled, 'Craggy. Pull away from there.'

'Good idea. Wish I'd thought of it myself.'

A wrong turn and Cragg was still hurtling down to Earth. The enticing gravitational pull wasn't helping. Six people yelling advice at the same time was doing strange things to Cragg's mind. It had been a very long time since he had taken any ship into Earth's atmosphere. He remembered it involved lots of heat, precisely calculated trajectories, slow speed, and something really important.

'Must not crash. Any brakes on this bus?'

Stella yelled, 'Long sensor right hand side. The other right, Craggy.'

'Glad we clarified that.'

At a blinding speed, hurtling to the ground with a missile still on his tail, Cragg didn't fancy his chances of surviving this one.

'If I don't make it, will somebody feed my goldfish?'

'You don't have a goldfish,' said Forbes.

'So buy me a bloody goldfish.'

The ship started to level off, but at the speed he was moving, it looked like being a hard landing. The ship skimmed the ground cutting a swathe through some rare patch of forest. The tenacious missile, glowing an ominous orange from the heat, was closing in again. As the ground gave way to ocean, Craggy contemplated trying for a soft landing in the water. Before he could decide, he was back over land.

'Time to get out of here.'

Then he saw something familiar. Westmont. The volcanic capitol of the West. The very people responsible for his present predicament and not top of his greeting card list, lived there. An idea formed in his mind. It required split second timing and consummate piloting skills, but Cragg went for the seat of the pants, blind faith and sheer luck option, instead.

'Bye, bye.'

At the second before crashing into Westmont became inevitable, a flick of both wrists and the ship did a subtle left banking manoeuvre with an upward blast from the plasma thrusters. The missile didn't quite make it. All Forbes and the others saw was the explosion on the side of Westmont.

'Oh, Craggy,' gasped Stella.

Lance Dillow placed a comforting arm around her. 'He was one hell of a guy.'

Forbes added, 'He went out doing what he loved the most.'

Fawn Dillow held her head in her hands, letting the tears flow.

Rocky said, 'I should have been the one to go.'

Dillow looked up at him. This boy. A ninety two average. In the simulator. Even if he could grow whiskers, she would never have sent him out there. It was a job only a real man like Craggy could even try to tackle. She looked at the screen and could see the black smoke making it look for all the world as if the dead volcano had suddenly come to life.
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Cragg was still demanding some kind of cooperation from the unfamiliar controls.

'Another couple of years at this, I might just get the hang of it.'

The Earth disappeared below him, and the ship took to the heavens, keen to leave hell behind. He carried no guilt for slamming the missile into the mountain. At best it would create a little confusion and maybe give the inhabitants headaches. It was all about sticking them with the middle finger salute. All he had to do now, was to make it home in one piece.

'Hi. Anyone around to help an old man across the road?'

A chorus of “Craggy” made his ears ring.

'What? You didn't think I would make it or something?'

'I never doubted it for a second,' said Fawn Dillow.

'Bloody liar. To be honest, I'm kinda lost. If I circle the Earth, think you can find me?'

'See if you can get yourself Moonside.'

'Any indicators on this thing?'

'Just do it.'

Cragg slowed things right down, and on what he admitted to himself was an untidy flight, got the big ship Moonside. His heart sank when he didn't see the freighter anywhere. He had survived by a wing and a prayer, and he didn't fancy pushing his luck. He needed help.

'Craggy here. Anybody home?'

'We see you, Craggy,' said Fawn Dillow. 'Just try to cruise and we'll be right with you.'

'Cruising.'

The small screen was an add on, supposedly unnecessary on what was intended to be a pilot-less ship. It didn't afford much of a view from the cramped flight-deck. He didn't have to wait long before he saw the freighter loom into his line of vision.

'Hi, Craggy.'

'Hi. Nice to see you again. Take it nice and slow and I'll follow you home.'

'No you won't,' said Dillow. 'You are out of there and Rocky's taking over.'

'He is?'

'I am,' said Rocky. 'You've done a fantastic job, Craggy, but I know those controls. I don't think you are quite ready to land that ship in one piece.'

'That makes perfect sense, Rocky. Come on over.'

Dillow lined up the two ships and matched speeds. Cragg saw the freighter airlock open and rookie Rocky Ramshorn standing on the edge. He dived off into space for his first ever space walk. The safety line trailed behind him as he crossed the gap between the ships. As he approached, Cragg opened the airlock hatch and with much relief, prised himself out of the seat. Hanging outside onto the side of the hatch, he waited for Rocky to reach him, stretched out his arm and grabbed the slack line and reeled the rookie in.

'I warmed the seat up for you.'

'Thanks. Now it's my turn.'

Rocky undid the line and Cragg hooked himself to it. The young man with a ninety two average and something to prove, climbed inside the ship and as the hatch closed up, Cragg said good luck to him. Cragg made his way to the open airlock of the freighter, closed the outer door, unhooked the line and entered the ship.

'Come here and let me kiss you,' said Dillow.

'Hold that thought. I have to go somewhere in a hurry. They really need to fit an en-suite in that new ship.'

Dillow laughed as Cragg made his way to an urgent appointment in the wash-room. Fifteen minutes later, Cragg returned for his kiss. He got a hug and a kiss on each cheek from Fawn Dillow.

'Nice,' said Cragg. 'Mind if we go home now?'

As they buckled up, Dillow called Rocky. 'Ready, Rocky?'

'As I'll ever be. Ladies first.'

'I hope he wasn't referring to me,' said Cragg.

'Let's go home,' said Dillow.
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Forbes said, 'Lance. Which do you think is the best option to fly a brand new multi billion dollar ship. A pilot of nearly fifty years experience who hasn't a clue of the latest technology, or a rookie who knows the tech stuff inside out, who has never flown solo in his life?'

'Pity we couldn't put the two in a blender and come up with something special.'

'You must be so proud of Fawn,' said Stella.

'I always was. Just make sure they come home.'

* * *
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It was a slow flight home, Dillow allowing Rocky maximum time to get used to flying solo. Speed was not of the essence. Dillow had one eye on the controls, and one eye on the huge ship behind her.

'You are quite something,' she told Cragg.

'I met my match with those controls.'

'You could learn if you wanted to.'

Cragg shook his head. 'Out there, no idea what I was doing, I finally realised. You and Rocky. You're the here and now and the future.'

'No regrets?'

'Regrets? I have a few. Then again, too few to mention. He's a good kid.'

'Rocky? Looks like I get to be his step mother for a couple of years.'

'Like I'm your step dad? I know you have an awesome real father, but I always thought of me as another father figure to you.'

'Do you have kids?'

Cragg looked away. 'Once.'

'Tell me about it. We have time. I'd like to know.'
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'It was a very long time ago. Everything is, with me. His name was Leo.' Cragg drifted away to another time and another place. 'Curly dark brown hair, sparkling brown eyes. He had the cheekiest grin. Leo would have been about your age had he lived. Things on Earth were so much different, then. So many billions of people, it was impossible to know quite how many there were. Life was a struggle, but we had adapted. That's what humans do. Adapt.' Craggy smiled. 'You know something? I had a garden.'

'No way.'

'True as I'm sitting here. Almost six feet square. We grew tomatoes.'

'We?'

'Maria and I. My wife. She was the one good with the plants. But it seemed every time I stepped out the door, another hundred story apartment block had grown up overnight. I was lucky. I was a freighter pilot, getting home for a couple of months each year. I could leave it all behind and not see it. I'd see stars, planets. My wife and son couldn't even see the sky. Only one child per couple was allowed.

Leo was a bright kid, always playing and laughing. As he grew up, I wanted Leo to be a freighter pilot like me. Get away from the rat race. But things were a lot different back then. The Moon only had a small settlement on it. It was a more miserable place than even now. Mars was nothing like it is now, just a bunch of small domes. Man, they had it tough back then. Pottsy was one of the first to call the dump home.

Maria knew all that, and did all she could to persuade Leo to keep out of it. Boy did we have a few fights over that. Maria and I drifted apart. Understandable. I mean, I was never home. I just made sure they were provided for. But, in late twenty seventy six, I had a talk with Leo on a vidcam. He said things were getting bad on Earth. Talk of a fourth world war. He said he wanted to train as a freighter pilot and he'd talked his mother round. 

Because the Moon could only take a few each year, it was almost impossible to get a foot in the door. You can imagine the number of people wanting to escape Earth and make a fresh start. I pulled a whole bunch of strings and got him a place. He was due to come over in March of seventy seven.'

'The hydrogen war was in February.'

Cragg looked away from Dillow. 'One lousy month. I was on the Moon and we could see the missiles tearing the Earth apart. We all stood and watched it like it was some kind of firework display. One after the other, boom, boom. We could see the missiles landing, the flashes, the mushroom clouds.  It lasted less than three days. Then it stopped. We ...none of us, could speak. We were numb. All of us had lost...' Cragg's chin wobbled and he wiped away a few tears as the horrors flooded his mind.

Dillow said, 'I stood with my dad and all the others, watching it happen. I'd never seen him cry before, or since.'

'We all cried. Leo was four months off his eighteenth birthday.' To have to stand and watch helplessly, knowing that his family, his wife and son, had been wiped out, and being unable even to say goodbye to them, was a pain that never went away. Dillow held his arm. She said nothing but like him, she had suffered the same way. Mere words had no meaning. She understood what he went through; what they still went through.

Cragg took a deep breath, forced a smile and looked at her. 'Leo would have really fancied you. Who knows. If he had managed to come over...'

'Who knows. If he was a chip off the old block, I'm sure I would have liked Leo, too.'
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In theory, it was simple. All the nineteen year old first time, unqualified solo pilot, flying a multi billion dollar ship had to do was land on a narrow runway that looked like a half finished theme park ride. But with the certificate over his bed proudly displaying the ninety two point average (simulator), Rocky Ramshorn knew all about theory. 

Everyone on Moon Base was lined up behind the safety barrier, watching the two ships flying in ever decreasing circles, coming ever closer to landing.

'Take your time, Rocky,' said Cragg. 'Only go when you are ready.'

'Thanks, Craggy. I could do without the audience down there.'

'Ignore them. Every emergency vehicle on Moon is ready to help if need be. You won't need them, because you'll do this perfectly.'

'Going for one more orbit, then I'm setting her down.'

'Good luck,' said Dillow.

'Thanks.'

Rocky Ramshorn felt hundreds of pairs of eyes boring holes into him. Then he realised, if he were down there and some other rookie, perhaps one of his classmates, was about to do something this wild, he'd be the one with dropped jaw and eyes on stalks.

Classmates. He thought of Amethyst Bouquet. She was in the year before him. Perfect, petite, sassy, teasing, and probably the most wonderful girl in the entire Universe. A pity she didn't like him. Always called him Sheepshorn, or Goatshorn. Giggled at him when she was with the other girls.

He never stuttered, but anytime he was brave enough to talk to her, he stuttered like crazy. He wondered what it would be like to kiss her. She had a wide mouth, perhaps too generous for her small face. She always looked as if she were smiling, which she never seemed to do when looking at him.

He was running out excuses. He had to land. 'Coming in,' he said.

'Approach from the side, not from above,' said Cragg. 'You'll get a better view.'

'Okay. I see the launch ramp. Opening landing thrusters.'

'One half landing thrusters,' said Dillow.

'Going one half thrust. I'm going right of the ramp, away from the spectators.'

The landing thrusters blew a storm of grey dust away. 'Going to one quarter landing thrusters.' Rocky took the ship to the right of the launch ramp.

'Rocky. This is Stella. There are direction sensors on the bottom of the ship. They line up with sensors on individual frequencies on the launch ramp. As they line up, they will bleep. The closer you get them lined up, the faster they'll bleep, until a continuous sound when bang on. You turn on the sensors with the yellow button, far top right on the consul.'

'Got that. Turning on sensors now.'

With his light touch with the controls, he manoeuvred the ship above the horizontal part of the ramp. He could hear the bleep bleep of the sensors. Forwards, they became slower. Backwards they sped up, until he had the continuous tone, telling him he was in the exact position with the ramp. Steadily, he reduced the output of the thrusters and the monster ship lowered gently down, until it sat perfectly on the ramp. He could now claim to be the first to land on the ramp. It felt good.

When he opened the hatch, he could hear the cheering crowd.  Angus was operating an extendible platform and Rocky got in the cage.

When safely on the ground, Moon Base Commander Anton Forbes and Space Security Commander Lance Dillow were there to welcome him and congratulate him on a job well done. Not far away, Dillow and Cragg landed in the freighter.

'I could never have done it without those two,' said Rocky.

There was another rapturous welcome for Dillow and Cragg as they got out of the ship and walked over to the others.

'Fantastic job, you two,' said Forbes.

'I couldn't be a prouder father, Fawn.'

Fawn hugged her father and he led her through the crowd. She paused and turned to Rocky. 'Not too shabby, Rocky.'

'Thanks.'

He left Forbes talking to Cragg and made his way through the people wanting to pat him on the back.

'You were fizzing,' he heard somebody say. He turned to see Amethyst Bouquet. Even in a suit she looked amazing.

'H H Hi.'

'That was fizzing the way you landed that ship. Like you've been flying all your life.'

'I I I bet you could have d d done it just as g g good.'

'Hungry?'

'Seriously hungry.'

'Let me fix you a feed.'

Amethyst hooked her arm through Rocky's and staked her claim, casting warning looks at the envious girls they passed.

* * *
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'Craggy,' said Forbes. 'No way are you working in the sanitation department.'

'That's what I get for a reward? No job?'

'You get a job, all right. You are now the Cadet Special Training Captain.'

'I am? Great. Just what I always wanted. What does it mean?'

'You teach them everything the others don't. Like how to get themselves out of any crap they get themselves into.'

'Hmm. From sanitation to crap. Sounds like a promotion to me. I'll take it.'

'Good. But I want you to think it over for a few months.'

'You do? Why?'

'Because, if you fancy a trip to Mars with Dillow and Ramshorn, there's a place for you.'

'On full captains pay?'

'But of course. On one condition. You bring me some beer back.'

'Don't I always?'
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'Me?'

'I'm not taking us off, Rocky,' said Cragg.

'Me neither,' said Dillow.

'You want me to take off in a freighter with pods?'

'Either that or we don't take off at all,' said Dillow.

Cragg said, 'Come on, Rocky. I'm not getting any younger.'

'Come on, Rocky,' said Amethyst Bouquet. 'I can't wait to see Mars.'

It was a special request from hero of the day Rocky Ramshorn to let Amethyst go with them. Forbes had been happy to allow it.

'Okay. Buckle up. Oh. Dillow?'

'Yes, Rocky?'

'Are you ever going to give me my tickets?'

'Depends. Get us to Mars and back in one piece, I'll have to think about it.'

Dillow winked at the grinning Craggy and Rocky Ramshorn deftly waved his hands over the controls with the skill of an orchestra conductor, then the freighter with the train of pods gently lifted off the cradle, and blasted off into the heavens on a trip to Mars.

* * *
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The landing was always going to be the big ask. After an uneventful trip, it was time for Rocky Ramshorn to test himself. Cragg and Dillow put on their best poker faces, anxious inside, calm, cool and collected on the surface. Amethyst Bouquet knew what was involved from her own training. She had seen Rocky land the ship loaded with marsillium. She had always liked Rocky, but her underlying shyness had her putting on a cover of cool indifference towards him. That he'd even looked twice at her when he had dozens of girls drooling over the space hero, wasn't an opportunity she was about to question.

Rocky had had little in the way of coaching from either Dillow or Cragg. He knew all the theory, so it was just a question of putting it all into practice. Somewhere deep in his mind he was sure they would jump in to help if the need arose.

'Heat shield deployed.' 

The Martian atmosphere entry was preset by the computers. There was a soft roar as the temperature of the shield rose. It took eleven minutes of rushing towards Mars, before they could pull up for safe orbiting prior to landing. Rocky gradually reduced the power from the plasma engines, on a final orbit.

'Heat shield retracted. Freighter pilot Rocky Ramshorn requesting permission to land.'

'Permission granted, pilot Ramshorn,' came the reply.

Rocky took the freighter to a slow cruising speed, for the final leg of the journey. He glanced briefly at Amethyst at his left hand side and smiled, hoping he portrayed a confident persona. Then he obliterated everything from his mind to concentrate on the job in hand.  

Amethyst wanted to say something encouraging and supportive as he brought the new freighter with the line of ten pods in from the final orbit. He needed to be totally focused as he lined up the ship on the concrete pad and the pods on the cradle.

Cragg had seen the lad control the ship using the mysterious coloured sensors, with subtle hand movements, totally in command and understanding the ship as a complete entity, an extension of himself. It had only been four months since he had tried to master the same type of controls on the ship, and avoided crashing it into Westmont by the skin of his teeth. 

For all his tender years, Rocky was a natural freighter pilot and Dillow would undoubtedly be signing off his tickets, giving him Freighter Captain first class status. These young people gave him a glimmer of hope for the future of their species. He would ride along on their coattails for as long as they'd let him.

Freighter Captain first class Fawn Dillow had been in a reflective mood for most of the trip, the realisation that Earth was beyond, and probably not even worth saving, was a bitter pill to swallow. West and East had come out in all out war now, and Moon and Mars no longer took an active interest in their inevitable self destruction. 

It was too late to bring Earth back from the brink, as sad as that fact was. It was up to a few thousand Moon and Mars dwellers to turn hostile environments into homes to raise future generations. The glow of young love between Rocky and Amethyst gave her hope for the future.

'Are you okay, Rocky?'

'Just making sure the positioning is right, Dillow. Setting her down now.'

Cragg and Dillow held their breaths, but showed nothing but a calm and confident exterior. There wasn't even the slightest feeling of touching down.

'Good job, Rocky,' said Cragg, fitting his helmet. 'Dillow, Bouquet, I'd like us to check how the pods unlock. I know they're the new design, but they've hardly had much use. Rocky, listen out for my instructions.'

Cragg led the others through the airlock. 'Excited, Amethyst? First time on Mars?'

'I can't believe I'm here.'

'Careful as you step down,' said Dillow. 'The sand can be surprisingly deep in places.'

Cragg said, 'If I disappear, don't jump on my head.' He led the way outside. 'Scotty?'

From high up out of sight came a voice. 'Rosy.'

'Thank God. A woman in charge. Nice to meet you, Rosy. I'm Cragg, but you can call me Craggy.''

'I've heard about you.'

'It isn't true. I never did it.'

'Did what?' 

'Whatever I was accused of doing.'

'Rosy. Fawn Dillow here. Do what I do with Craggy and ignore him. Are you ready to unload the pods?'

'When you are.'

'Rocky. Unlock the pods.'

'All pods unlocked,' said Rocky.

Cragg said, 'Rocky. We are going to take a quick look to confirm all the locks have opened before the grabber takes them off. If you could put the luggage in the airlock in the meantime, that will be helpful.'

'Got that, Craggy.'

Cragg, Dillow and Amethyst climbed the steps to the catwalk that ran along the cradle.

Dillow said, 'Amethyst. See how the locks have fully swung over? That's what we want. Never completely rely on the ships instrumentation. I found that out the hard way.'

A quick walk along the catwalk told them all the pod locks had disengaged completely. They walked back along the catwalk and down the steps.

Dillow said, 'Rocky. All good here. Complete the shutdown procedure and join us.'

Four minutes later, Rocky opened the airlock and walked down the ramp.

Cragg said, 'You have one more thing to do. The grabber operator is up there in that cab. Her name is Rosy. Say hi and give her the okay to unload the pods.'

'Rosy? Rocky Ramshorn here. All pod locks are disengaged and okay to unload, please.'

'Please? You didn't get that from Old Craggy. Okay. I'll meet up with you all later.'

A buggy was ploughing up dust as it sped towards them. The driver pulled up a few metres from them and flipped his black visor off his helmet.

'Frosty. Nice to see you again,' said Cragg.

Todd Frost said, 'From what I heard, it's a wonder you're here at all. A close call, I gather.'

'Not one to be repeated in a hurry. You already know Captain Fawn Dillow. And this young man is going to be an ace pilot in no time at all. Rocky Ramshorn. And this delightful young lady is Amethyst Bouquet.' 

'Nice to meet all of you. Put the luggage in the back and jump on.'

With the luggage loaded, Frost drove them to Base Three passing the pod carrier on their way. The huge airlock door opened and Frost parked up. They all grabbed the luggage as the outer door closed, and then they went through the inner door.

'Wow!' said Amethyst at her first sight of the Base Three interior. 'Fizzing.'

'Fizzing,' agreed Rocky.

Frosty said, 'Glad our place is fizzy. Time for a beer?'

Rocky and Amethyst looked at Cragg and Dillow.

'We can drink beer?' asked Rocky, unsure.

'Yeah,' said Cragg. 'Just don't mention it on Moon or they'll have me shot for leading teenagers astray.'

'In moderation,' said Dillow with a warning waggle of her pointy finger.

'They'll shoot me in moderation?' said Cragg.

'Behave, you.'

'Got swimming costumes for a soak in the pool?' Frosty asked.

'I wondered why Dillow told us to pack those,' said Amethyst.

'You two have rooms next to each other. Two seven one and two, just along there. Drop your gear in there, put your togs on and come get a beer in the communal lounge over there.'

'Thanks.'

Frosty watched the teenagers walking along the central path, pointing at the sights, especially the jungle.

'Why have I suddenly aged twenty years?' said Frosty.

'They have that effect on all us oldies,' said Cragg. 'You mentioned a beer?'

Frosty said, 'Plenty in the lounge. Why don't you two freshen up and help yourself. I have some work to do, but I have half an hour or so, so I'll see you in there.'
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In the lounge, beers were handed out and Dillow and Cragg helped themselves to a feed of fish from the food trays resting in the steaming vats then added some fresh greens.

'Nothing like home cooked food,' said Dillow.

'And this is nothing like home cooked food,' quipped Frosty. 'That was quite an adventure you guys had.'

'A bit hairy,' admitted Cragg. 'I'll not be flying a ship again, I know that much.'

'We have some good young pilots coming through, so we'll be fine,' said Frosty.

Cragg said, 'I'll still be involved with the training program, so that will keep me on my toes.'

'Good for you, Craggy,' said Frosty. 'It'd be a shame to lose all that hard won experience. It looks like the Earth is at it again.'

'Why they are so determined to kill themselves off defies logic,' said Dillow. 'Here's the rest of us, battling every day just to survive.'

'It's almost like they're a different species,' added Craggy, swilling the beer around in his mouth hoping his taste buds would survive the experience. 'Hello you two. All set for a dip?'

'Can't wait,' said Rocky.

Frosty raided the fridge for two beers and handed them to the youngsters. 'Here you go. It takes some getting used to. If you go out the door there, take a right, you'll see a path heading into the jungle. That leads to the pool. Have fun.' As the teenagers walked off, Frosty said, 'They make a charming couple.'

'Don't they just,' agreed Dillow.

'Ah. Here's Commander Potts and his wife. I have to get  going, so have a chat with them.'

Potts and his wife saw them and joined them as Frost went about his business. 'Hello, Craggy. Captain Dillow. I don't think you met my wife Marcia last time you were here.'

Marcia was in her late seventies, and still looked very attractive. 'Hello, Craggy. Hello, Captain.'

'Fawn.' 

'A lovely name. Care to join us?'

They sat together as they ate their meals. Marcia made them feel at home and her easy manner had Dillow feeling like they were long time friends.

Marcia said, 'You two were very brave, what you did.'

Cragg said, 'Young Rocky was a star, as well. No way could I have brought that ship home.'

'An amazing effort all round,' said Potts.

Marcia said, 'With the hostilities hotting up on Earth, we're getting a lot more enquiries from Moon, from people wanting to come to live here.'

'Understandable,' said Cragg. 'It makes us all sad to look at the Earth, knowing it's being killed off and us not being able to do anything about it.'

Dillow asked, 'Will you be able to take many in?'

'We'd love to do that,' said Potts. 'But we are at almost full capacity as it is.'

Dillow said, 'But I thought the intention always was to develop Mars to take many more people.'

'It is,' said Potts. 'In good time. But we need to have accommodation and enough food for everyone.'

Cragg said, 'Moon was really a trading post between Earth and Mars. With the Earth gone soon, Moon becomes redundant.'

Marcia said, 'True, Craggy, but it isn't that we don't want Moon dwellers, we just have to solve the practical issues first.'

Potts admitted, 'Not a five minute job.'

Marcia said, 'Forgive me, but I have a committee meeting to attend. If it isn't one thing, it's another. I'll see you both before you go.'

* * *

[image: ]


Although the “jungle” was a well-tended, diverse and vital part of the ecosystem, it had also been developed to have a natural feel to it, and neither Rocky or Amethyst had experienced anything like it, to walk along the safe paths, foliage brushing their skin. Amethyst was startled by an insect that flew in front of her.

'That's a bee,' said Rocky. 

'Are they dangerous?'

'Just don't annoy them. They pollinate all the plants and provide honey.'

'Honey?'

'I haven't had any, but I heard it's amazing.'

They reached the clearing where the wallowing pool was. It looked like it had been fed from a spring for thousands of years, not a man made pool for relaxing in. It wasn't difficult to imagine a wildebeest or even a tiger come out of the undergrowth to drink. Towels were dropped by the side and they slipped into the body temperature water. They were pleased to have it all to themselves, but that didn't last long. Others came and wallowed for a while, chatting in the usual friendly Mars way before taking off again.

'This is nice,' said Rocky, sipping the strange brew.

'Wouldn't it be fizzing to live here?'

'I was wondering about that myself. Can't say I like the idea of Moon after seeing this place.'

'It wouldn't hurt to ask if there's anyway we could come here permanently.'

'We'll sound them out when we get the chance.'

On one of the moments they were alone, Rocky was trying hard to keep his gaze at eye level, even though he was rubbing bare shoulders with a beautiful girl in a bikini that didn't leave much to the imagination. He wasn't listening much to what she was saying, but he was watching her full lips, wondering what it would be like to kiss them. He was about to risk moving in to find out when another couple turned up and slipped into the pool.

'I'm famished,' said Amethyst, after saying hi.

'Me too. come on.'
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In the lounge which also served as the eating area, Rocky and Amethyst saw Cragg had joined Misty at a quiet side table, and it was obvious they didn't want to be disturbed. Mars Commander Potts was talking to Dillow.  Helping themselves to a meal, they heard Dillow say, 'Come and join us.' 

'Thanks,' said Amethyst.

'Rocky Ramshorn, Amethyst Bouquet, this is Mars Commander Potts.'

'Nice to meet you,' said Potts. 'Enjoying your stay on Mars?'

'Loving it,' said Amethyst. 'I love the jungle. Nothing like it on Moon.'

'It is very special,' said Potts. 'You did a remarkable job on that ship, by the way. Craggy was saying what a fine pilot you'll be.'

'It's what I always wanted to be,' said Rocky.

'He scored a ninety two point average in the simulator,' said Amethyst, proudly. 'I've another term to go before I can take my tickets.' It was a fairly blatant sales pitch.

'Very impressive,' said Potts. He shared a look with Dillow, suspecting what was coming next.

'Actually,' said Rocky, 'We were kinda wondering if there were any places coming up here.'

Potts said, 'As a matter of fact, Fawn and I were discussing that before you arrived. Not you two specifically, just in general. We would love to take everyone if we could, but where would we house them and how would we feed them?'

'Can't you just build more bases?' asked Rocky. 'Grow more food?'

'What with? We could probably build enough for another fifty, but not two thousand.'

'Pity we can't bring Moon nearer,' said Amethyst.

'You are brilliant,' said Rocky.

'I am? I knew that.'

Rocky said, 'We need homes and more food here, right?'

'Yes,' said Potts.

'All the homes we need are already on Moon. We just need to get it all here. Not all in one go, but we could do it over time.'

Dillow said, 'We could do that. Our new ship could carry heaps of stuff. The buildings are in sections. They can be taken apart and rebuilt here.'

'We also have freighters to bring stuff,' said Amethyst.

'What about food?' Potts asked.

'Moon grows their own,' said Dillow. 'Hydroponics, mostly. No reason why we can't bring complete hydroponic units over, still growing food on the way.'

Potts liked the idea. 'This idea has legs, I think. We'll get the details worked out and I'll talk it over with Moon Commander Forbes. See? This is what I'm talking about. You three are the future of the human race. We have to do this. Well done, you two.'

Dillow said, 'Rocky. We still have a job to do. In the morning, you and I have to supervise the return pods being attached to the freighter.'

'Okay. I'm about ready for bed.' He looked at Amethyst.

'I'll see you in the morning,' she replied, a no nonsense look in her eyes.

Rocky said, 'See you all in the morning.'

With Rocky gone, the three chatted about the possibility of the big move from Moon to Mars, then Potts excused himself.

'Fawn.'

'Amethyst?'

'Can I ask you something, woman to woman?'

'Yes, he does.'

'What?'

'Rocky. He really likes you.'

'How did...?'

'Woman to woman. And I know you like Rocky.'

'How do you know when you're in love?'

Dillow smiled. 'We need to talk. And I know the perfect place. Come with me.'
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The observation catwalk was empty and Amethyst was enthralled by the vista.

'Fizzing. Olympus Mons is awesome.'

'See over there? The mines, the water bores. The work goes on around the clock.'

'Fantastic. I hope we get the chance to live here. Imagine a proper city all out there. Wouldn't that be amazing?'

'I think from your ideas, it is more likely than ever.'

'Fawn.'

'Go on.'

'You think Rocky really likes me?'

'I think it's a bit deeper than liking you. He positively glows when he's near you. Do you feel the same way about Rocky?'

'I think so. I go all tingly when I'm with him.'

Dillow chuckled. 'Always a symptom. Mind if I ask you a personal question, woman to woman?'

'Go on.'

'Have you ever had a relationship with a boy before?'

'You mean...no. But I know Rocky wants me.'

'He's a stud. Of course he does. But you mustn't ever feel pressured to do anything you don't want to do or you don't feel ready for.'

'But what if Rocky won't wait and finds another girlfriend?'

'Somehow, I think that's unlikely. But if he puts pressure on you, then he isn't the one for you. If he really cares for you, he'll wait. Now another personal question. Have you had your NoPreg implant?'

Amethyst looked embarrassed. 'No. Do you think I should?'

'That's a choice you have to make yourself. But you never know when you feel the time is right to take your relationship to another level. Maybe a little forward planning wouldn't be a bad thing.'

Amethyst smiled and hugged Dillow. 'You're right. I never had this sort of talk before.'

Dillow grinned. 'Strangely, neither have I.'

'I never knew my parents. It's...it's like having a real mother to talk to.'

'It is? Okay. They have a medical centre here that can do the implant. You should sleep on it. Alone.'

'I will. Goodnight, Fawn.'

'Goodnight.' Dillow watched the girl skip lightly down the steps. 'Why is it I feel a hundred years old, all of a sudden?'
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On the freighter, Dillow and Ramshorn were getting the ship ready for the pods.

'Happy with the controls, Rocky?'

'Yes.'

'Good. I'll be outside; making sure all pods are locked securely. Follow my instructions over the radio.'

Dillow went down the ramp of the airlock and up the steps to the cradle catwalk. 'Rosy?'

'Ready and waiting.'

'One at a time. You know the routine. Rocky. Pod one's going on now. Rosy. Grab pod one.' 

Rosy lowered the grabbers over pod one. 

'In place,' said Dillow. 'Take her up.' The pod was lifted smoothly off the cradle and Dillow helped guide it in place, watching the pod slide perfectly down the newly designed couplings. 'Okay. Rocky. Lock pod one.'

'Pod one locked.'

It took an hour to repeat the procedure with the other nine pods. 'Thanks Rosy. Good job.'

'You're welcome.'

Dillow returned to the freighter. 'That went perfectly. We'll be ready for take off in a day or so, so time to relax.'

'Great. Dillow...'

'Yes, she does.'

'What?'

'Amethyst. She likes you.'

Rocky was surprised. 'You knew what I was going to ask you?'

'Call it woman's intuition. But the answer remains the same. Amethyst likes you.'

'Yeah? Really likes me?'

'What's not to like? How do you really feel about her?'

Rocky's eyes glazed over. 'I see her, I can't breathe. Her eyes, her hair. The smell of her. Her smile, her...'

'That's all I needed to know. Rocky. Amethyst hasn't had a relationship before. You need to be a man about it. Treat her with respect. Never pressure her into anything. Just love her the way I know you do and you won't go far wrong.'

'Thanks, Dillow.'

'No worries. Now go spend some quality time with your girlfriend.'
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'Craggy. You know I don't mess about with anyone else, don't you?'

Cragg wrapped the sheets around them, holding Misty tight. 'And you're the only girl for me.'

'You mean that?'

'Of course.'

'You really mean that?'

'Misty. I've done with playing space cowboy. Do you know what keeps me going on those long lonely rides?'

'Beer?'

Cragg laughed. 'Yeah, that helps. But when I'm racing through the cosmos, letting the computers do the boring bits, I'll be on my bunk, thinking of you.'

'You are such a fibber, Dixon Cragg.'

'True. But not on this occasion. You and I have known each other a very long time. You amaze me by knowing me inside and out and still want to be with me.'

'You know what scares me more than anything?'

Cragg sighed and nodded. 'Probably the same thing that scares me. Growing old alone.'

'That's not the same thing as love.'

Cragg said, 'I'm as close to being in love with you as I ever was when I was with Maria, my wife. How can we let ourselves fall in love if we can't be together? That wouldn't be fair to either of us.' 

'Can't you come and live on Mars with me?'

Cragg kissed her. 'I wish I could. Pottsy already told me I'm too old. They want young blood. Not old farts like me. The only thing I have to look forward to is having a bit of a class to teach spotty teens on Moon. I get depressed just thinking about it, knowing you are all the way out here.'

'That just isn't fair. All you've done over the years. And you're in good physical condition. I can testify for that.'

'You aren't doing too bad yourself for an old bird.'

Misty slapped his chest. 'Plenty of life in me yet. And that's my point. I want a man in my life again. Not one who spends his time millions of miles away.'

'But it isn't up to me. I'd love to bunk in with you permanently. Maybe I can have another word with Pottsy. See if I can change his mind.'

Misty kissed him. 'Okay. But not just yet. I want you all to myself while I have you. Now come here and make an old bird very happy.'
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'And Rocky and Amethyst came up with that idea?' Forbes said. For once, the vidcam was working well, with the usual time lag.

'They did,' said Potts. 'I've had a couple of meetings with our engineers. It will take up to two years to relocate everything and everyone, but it can be done.'

'I think so, too. Who will do your coordinating?'

'Marcia. She's already sorting out several committees. It's what she does best.'

'I'll have a team put together to liaise with Marcia. Pottsy. Finally, this is what we've been working towards. The war drums are beating the final military tattoo on Earth. All we can do is let them finish the job. Pottsy. Do you think we can learn from their mistakes and do it right?'

There was a longer than time lag pause. 'That's where you and I come in. While the relocation is happening, we can try to make sure we can live together in peace. For one thing, no weapons of any kind. We have no need for them.'

'I agree. Okay, Pottsy. We both now have a whole heavier workload. Time to get busy.'

'Looking forward to it. Keep in touch.'
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'What's all this about?' asked Cragg.

'No idea,' said Misty. 'Must be important to have the work stopped so we can get together for a meeting.'

The only place large enough to hold the entire population of the planet was Base Three. The path was full of people waiting for Commander Potts to address the meeting. He wasted no time in calling everyone to order.

'Okay. To keep you all in the loop, there have been developments. Positive ones. Everyone on Moon will be brought here to live. I know we have planned to do this over the next ten or twenty years, but with the...unfortunate events on Earth, it is time we brought this forward. A rough estimation from start to completion is about two years. All the building material now on Moon will be brought here and rebuilt. As for food, we will be bringing Moon's hydroponics here, to help feed all of us. This means we will be sending less from here to Moon, and receiving much more from there to here. That means a temporary reduction in mining activities, so some of the people employed in those sections will be employed in the rebuild. I think we are entering an exciting phase in human history. Finally, we can make this planet what it was always intended to be. The new home to our race. Please embrace it and do all you can to make this planet all it can be. Right. We all have work to do, so please carry on. Thank you.'

Misty grabbed Cragg's arm. 'You know what this means, don't you?'

Cragg grinned and kissed Misty's cheek. 'We live happy ever after?'

'We can but try.'
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Amethyst Bouquet hoped nobody had seen her slip away to the medical centre. She wasn't even positive she wanted to go through with it. The medical centre ran round the clock because the Base worked round the clock. Outside in Mars' harsh environment, hazards were everywhere and medical response had to be measured in seconds, not minutes. A woman doctor and a male nurse were in attendance.

'Can we help you?' asked the nurse.

'I'm not hurt or anything,' said Amethyst.

'Feeling ill?' asked the doctor. 'You look a picture of health to me.'

'I am.' She looked at the male nurse and had no intention of saying anything with him in the room and the doctor could see she was nervous.

'Noel. Don't we get a few goodies as a snack by now,' the doctor said.

'On my way,' said the nurse, taking a hint.

'Take a seat. I'm Dr Jill Uphill. Everyone calls me Dr Jill. Do we have you on our records?'

'I'm from Moon. My first trip over here.'

'Enjoying it?'

'I so want to live here. With everyone coming here, I'll have all my friends with me.'

'Nice. What's your name?'

'Hmm? Amethyst Bouquet.'

'Date of birth?'

'Ninth of May, twenty seventy eight.'

'You're seventeen?'

'Eighteen. Almost. In another six months.'

Dr Jill smiled. 'Seventeen it is. Okay. What can I do for you, Amethyst?'

'The thing is, I met a boy.'

'Ah! Have you and he been having...'

'No. I've never had...but I love him. We are going back to Moon. That's over three months together in a small ship. I want to know I'm safe.'

'You are seventeen. Past the age of consent. I think you are making a mature decision. Do you know about the NoPreg implant?'

'We covered that in biology.'

'So this is just a precaution.'

'Yes. I mean if me and Rocky got together, we'd want a baby. But now is not a good time.'

The doctor agreed. 'This place will be a nightmare of activity for years. They say at least two years. Not the best of time for babies, and the fact that you are still very young means you have a lot of living to do before you settle down.'

'That's what I was thinking. I want a baby when I can look after it properly and give us all a good home. Happy. Full of love. Rocky and me never had that. We were both orphaned.'

'Is Rocky your young man?'

'Yes. We have so much in common. We understand each other, what we've lost. More important, we know what we've found.'

Doctor Uphill smiled. 'Such wise heads on such young shoulders. Just what we need right now.'

'It's exciting. So much to look forward to. I just don't want to spoil things by getting pregnant too soon.'

'Good. It's a painless, easily reversible procedure. The NoPreg works with the body. They have proved to be one hundred percent effective and side affects free. Want to do it now? It's just a tiny implant in your thigh and it takes only a minute to do.'

Amethyst sighed as she thought about it. 'Why do I feel like I'm losing something?'

'Nothing but your childhood. You are becoming a woman. Come on, this way.'

Minutes later, Amethyst walked out of the medical centre, feeling as if she had both lost something, but she had also found something. She had some packing to do for the trip home.
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Marcia Potts was organizer personified. Within forty eight Mars hours, she had put three different committees together involving three different areas of expertise. She had asked if she was to be the coordinator, would anyone object. She got the job. 

Geologists headed a seven person team. They had to decide on the most favourable places for building the city. A sound hard rock base, preferably sheltered from the Martian storms or at least a few of the wild elements and wasn't covering up potentially useful minerals to be mined later. The project fed upon itself and ideas came thick and fast. Many had relations on Moon and the idea of living together spurred everyone to do all they could to make things happen. 

Builders in their committee, were looking at pictures of the buildings already on Moon and working on ideas for rebuilding on Mars.

Electricians, plumbers, sanitation engineers were working as a group, looking at incorporating the existing infrastructure with new. 

Everyone was excited about finally making a world fit for humans outside of Earth. 

Similar teams were brainstorming together on Moon, working out the balance of taking dwellings down and how the people that had lived in them would be temporarily housed. It would take most of the three months of the freighters journey back to Moon, to be anything like ready with all that could be stowed in the freighter pods and the big ship for the trip back to Mars.

The payload technicians wanted their input. Loading freighters, and now Big Bird, was a whole industry on its own. Thought to be as much art as science, they stressed that it was an imperative part of space flight. Perfect weight distribution was required and everything had to be secured to ensure no problems during transportation. As crucial specialists, it was agreed that they would work with the builders as loading consultants. Everyone was keen to be involved.

* * *
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It was time for the freighter to be on its way to Moon. They did their kissing in Base Three, and it was with a lighter heart that Cragg suited up for one final round trip.

Misty warned, 'You get your sorry ass back safely to me, Dixon Cragg, or there'll be serious trouble.'

'I'll get out and push the damn freighter here if I have to. This is where I belong. Here with you.'

'Then get going. The sooner you've gone, the sooner you come back.'

Cragg stole one more kiss and put his helmet on. 'Keep some beer on ice.'

He told Misty to stay in the Base, and he went through the airlock to join the others already on the freighter. Cragg was going along because there was another freighter to make use of back on Moon, so he intended to make himself available, if required. He had said his farewells to Misty, with a solemn vow when he returned to her, it would be on his last flight.

Dillow, Amethyst and Cragg buckled up and Rocky took control of the take off. He went through the preflight check with Dillow, who recorded the readings. She put the log away and sat back, ready to assess Rocky's skills. She smiled as she watched his hands and fingers fly over the sensors. She could tell from his facial expression that he wasn't having to think about which sensor did what, he just knew, already one with the ship. All Rocky had to do was land on Moon, and she would have no hesitation in giving him his tickets.

She'd already had a quiet word with Craggy to give the youngsters some space, but Craggy was in a world of romantic fog of his own. It seemed everyone was in love but her. Perhaps when the new world was up and running, she might find somebody.

Dillow had been in love once. It had been a wonderful, all consuming, love. But he had been taken from her. His memory hadn't faded and her feelings for him would always be with her. Things were changing. History was being made. It was a time of changes. It was also time for her to make changes, too.
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Three weeks out, a well oiled routine developed. Rocky was controlling the freighter most of the time, because he was still being assessed for his tickets by Dillow. Cragg and Amethyst got along great, Cragg making her laugh with his outrageous jokes and exaggerated stories as he gave her a few tips on food preparation.

Occasionally, Cragg would top up too much on Martian beer, and be in a mood to tell one of his tall stories. As ridiculous as it was, his tales of his “daring” exploits were infectious. It was lights dimmed, except for the one by Cragg, and they would have a beer and wait eagerly for the story.

Cragg always started the same way. “Did I ever tell you about the time...” and he would reel them into his world of fantasy, seasoned with just enough reality as to give the rendition credibility. It was close to Craggy's bedtime, so he handed out the beers then took his seat where the single light illuminated his face in a very strange way. 

'Did I ever tell you about that time I took a ride with a dead man?'

'Sounds painful,' said Dillow.

Craggy ignored her. 'Well. I wasn't that much older than you are now, Rocky. I had a few years of hauling freight, but still had a load to learn. I hadn't made captain at that time. We had to work for our tickets, in those days.'

'Boo. Boo.' Rocky and Dillow cried out.

'Anyway, before I was so rudely interrupted, I was flying with an old codger called Big Billy. Freighter Captain William Croxford. I always thought his name should be Big Belly, not Big Billy. He'd spent months on Mars and pigged out. Not the healthiest specimen you'd be likely to meet. Anyway, we were just sitting there, humming along, Big Billy has a heart attack. No warning, just a rolling of the eyeballs, and a clutching of his arm and he'd gone. Dead.'

'Jeez, Craggy,' said Amethyst. 'Didn't you try CPR?'

'He had a beard. Have you ever kissed a beard? And I'm not talking a neatly clipped facial decoration here. Think birds nest profusion, with foodstuffs going back decades lodged in it, and Big Billy's constant scratching at said tangled growth, had everybody wondering what lifeforms were procreating in it.'

'Hell, no,' said a grimacing Amethyst.

'So why wish it on me? No way was I kissing that. Ugh! No. He was well dead. Just to make sure, I gave his whiskers a good tug and I got no response. I dragged him to his bunk.'

'By his beard?' Dillow asked.

'As if. Anyway, I called Moon and told them what had happened. I asked them what I should do with the corpse. I said, should I throw it through the airlock?' 

'Craggy,' said Amethyst. 'You wouldn't do that.'

'Why not? He was dead wasn't he? As it happened, that's what Moon told me, too. He had to go back for an autopsy. That was all very well, but after a couple of days, he was beginning to pong a bit. Man. It was making my eyes water. Only one thing for it. I had to seal him in his suit.'

'Urgh, Craggy,' said Dillow. 'You dressed a dead man in his suit?'

'Well, I wasn't allowed to throw him outside, which would have been my preferred option. We had nothing for dead people on the freighter and there was no way I could spend months with that stink. So, I didn't have a lot of choice. He was in such a state, I had to wear my own suit so I didn't have to touch it or smell it. It took me an hour of shoving, pulling, and pushing to get the suit on. I was knackered. I put his helmet on to seal the old devil in, gave him a good night kiss and that was it.'

Amethyst could visualise it all happening. 'That was horrible, having to put a suit on a smelly dead body.'

Cragg shrugged. 'We have to do what we have to do. That wasn't the worst of it. I was alone in the ship, now, still weeks to go before reaching Moon. It was three days after Big Billy had been suited up, me on the deck on my own, when I heard. . . footsteps right behind me.'

'Craggy,' gasped Rocky. 'What the hell was it?'

Craggy yawned. 'A story for another time. Goodnight all.'

Dillow said, 'You rotter, Craggy.'

With a grin, Cragg took off for bed and then Rocky disappeared. Amethyst went over to Dillow and whispered in her ear.

'Good luck,' whispered Dillow back, as Amethyst walked out.

Dillow sat in the still dimmed light and she found herself shuddering at the thoughts of ghostly footsteps in a freighter.

'Damn you, Craggy.'
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Amethyst asked, 'Do you love Misty?'

'What?' gasped Cragg. 'Why the hell do you ask me that?'

They were on clothes cleaning duty. Cragg threw a handful of garments into the zapper. He pressed the button and five seconds later, they were spotless and fresh. He took them out and put them on hangers.

'It's just...no. That would be rude.'

'You, rude? Never. Out with it.'

'Well. You're kinda really, really old.'

Cragg gasped. 'Excuse me? I'll have you know I'm only really old.'

'Well, I'm kinda young.' 

'I noticed.'

'But can you be in love at your age?'

Surprised, Cragg said, 'Good grief. In my prime, I am. But yes. Age doesn't come into the equation. Love can strike when you least expect it.'

'But you do love Misty.'

Cragg nodded. 'I finally owned up to it. We've got the chance of being together and we're running with it. But it isn't like the first love you and Rocky have. I see you and I remember that the way you love so deep it hurts.'

'It does. It's crazy, but it does hurt.'

'I know. And that's what makes it all so special. For me and Misty, it doesn't hurt quite like that. It's more mellow. Me and Misty are comfortable in our own skins and with each other. You asked if I love Misty? Oh, yes. I love her. I just never admitted it to myself before.'

'Is it possible to fall in love really young and still love them when we're really old?'

'Now that's a whole other question. It is possible. But to be honest, the odds are against it. See, back when we were living in caves, old age was like forty. So, a caveman only had to be in love for a few years. Humans are now living into their hundred and fifties. That means we have to go on loving for about one hundred and thirty years. A big ask for anyone. I think I can see out my years with Misty.'

He could see a strange look pass like a dark shadow over Amethyst's face and knew he had said words she shouldn't have heard him say. 'Take no notice of me. Old timers sometimes ramble on talking crap. Your love is strong. Why shouldn't it last? Of course it will.'

'I hope so.' 

'My advice to you? Live each day as if it's your last and embrace life.'

Amethyst kissed his cheek. 'Thanks, Craggy.' She skipped away to have a woman to woman chat with Dillow.

Rocky was alone on the deck, wallowing in his own mellow dreams,  when he got a call on the radio. The signal from Moon was clear. 'Rocky Ramshorn. Moon Commander Forbes, here.'

'I'm here, Sir.'

'Just to let you know, we are getting the big ship ready to go to Mars. We've, err, added plumbing and squeezed in a cot. It's hardly home from home, but you'll have all you need for your month's trip.'

'One month?'

'It's got some real speed, now. But you'll be on your own for that trip. Are you okay with that?'

'Sure. The more we get done, the quicker we'll be settling on Mars. Bring it on.'

'Thanks, Rocky. Everything all right?'

'Yeah. They're all asleep.'

'Okay. I'll let you go, Ramshorn.'

'Goodnight, Sir.'

This was something he hadn't banked on. Here he was with a wonderful girlfriend and he would be racing back and forth between Moon and Mars, often on his own. He was still glowing from the intimacy with Amethyst, and now he had to tell her they'd be lucky to be on ships passing in the night. 

'Great.'
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Amethyst was a little deflated when she heard Rocky's news.

'It can't be helped,' said Rocky. 'They can't add another seat in that ship, without serious rewiring of the computers and controls. That would be risky.'

'It isn't fair,' said Dillow.

'No. It isn't,' agreed Cragg. 'I suppose it will be a tough couple of years for everybody. For the greater good. You'll get through it.'

Dillow said, 'They won't have to get through it, at least not apart. I can fly the other ship.'

'You?' Rocky said.

'Why not? The controls on the ship aren't much different from the ones on this new freighter. I can fly it as well as you, Rocky.'

'I never said you couldn't. But what would I be doing?'

'Flying this, of course. You and Amethyst can be together most of the time.'

Cragg said, 'Are you sure you want to do that, Dillow?'

Dillow shrugged. 'It makes sense. These two want to be together, and I'm a free agent.'

Cragg said, 'You always will be a free agent if you don't give yourself a chance of meeting anyone.'

'He's right, Fawn,' said Amethyst. 'You can't be on your own for months on end.'

'I'll be fine. It won't be forever. I'd rather you two were together.'

'Thank you, Fawn,' said Amethyst.

'You're forgetting something,' said Rocky. 'To fly this with Amethyst, I need to have my tickets.'

'Dillow said, 'You give us a perfect landing with a full train of pods, you pass.'

Amethyst said, 'You had better make a perfect landing, Rocky Ramshorn.'

'No pressure, then.'

'I'm still available as a pilot,' said Cragg. 'That's all you need if you get stuck for a qualified pilot to go with you. Don't forget, I have a girlfriend waiting for me, so I have to get back as soon as I can.'
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It was time for the moment of truth. Cragg kept a low profile in the background, watching the proceedings. He was still unfamiliar with the new style controls, so he left it to Dillow to assess Ramshorn's competency. For all Cragg knew, Rocky could have been swatting flies. With Dillow a captain first class in her own right, now, she was considered qualified to assess other pilots.

Amethyst couldn't stand the tension and shut herself away in her bedroom so as not to be a distraction to Rocky. Too much depended on Dillow passing Rocky. She knew Dillow wouldn't pass him unless she genuinely believed he was ready.

The Earth loomed large, but it was Moon that was their destination. Dillow sat quietly next to Rocky, offering neither advice nor encouragement, but ready to step in if things were going wrong. Rocky did a single orbit of Moon, and took a deep breath. 

He had successfully landed with pods on Mars and took off with pods from there, too. He had done it before and he knew exactly what to do. Using the sensor controls to line up with the cradle, it was a slow and deliberate landing. Rocky set the freighter on the pad at the end of the cradle and the pods on the cradle itself.

Cragg volunteered to oversee the outside supervision of unlocking the pods, communicating between the grabber operator and Rocky. One by one the pod locks were released, and the grabber separated each pod ready for the pod carrier later. All Rocky had to do now, was to take off for a short hop to the freighters designated pad, away from the cradle and pod carriers, so as not to risk damage from the unloading. Cragg stayed outside, watching the faultless, smooth take off. He could see the perfect landing in the distance.

Cragg nodded and smiled. 'Some people are just born freighter pilots.'

Dillow's voice filled his helmet. 'What you think, Craggy? Do we have a new captain?'

'Hmm. Not sure. What do you think?'

'Kinda borderline.'

Amethyst could stand it no longer. 'Will ya give Rocky his damn tickets, already?'

'Craggy. We gotta make a decision or we'll never hear the end of it.'

Cragg sighed. 'Oh, okay. Congratulations Freighter Captain Rocky Ramshorn first class. Welcome to the club.'

The celebration was held in the freighter, due to the total alcohol ban on Moon. Beers were being passed around freely.

'I thought you jokers were going to fail me,' said Rocky.

'You, young man,' said Craggy. 'Are a natural pilot. You will be the stuff of legends before long.'

'Thanks. Both of you.' Rocky stretched and yawned. 'Time I got back to my own bed on Moon. Amethyst?'

'I'm all yours.'

Cragg and Dillow watched the young love-birds head off to the airlock.

'You,' said Craggy, 'Are a real sweetheart, Dillow.'

'How much have you drunk?'

'Not enough. But you are a sweetheart. Volunteering for the big ship, months in space on your own. And just so a couple of teenagers can be all amorous in private.'

Dillow sighed. 'My time will come. I've another hundred or more years ahead of me. Lots of time for love.'

'Maybe. I count myself lucky for another chance at my age.'

'It's good to see you happy,' Dillow said, sipping her beer. 'I tell you what I think will be interesting. On Moon, we have over two thousand people with no booze or smokes. There's going to be one almighty culture shock when we all get together.'

Cragg agreed. 'Like you said. It'll be interesting. Cheers.'
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Moon Commander Anton Forbes had gone out of his way to find Cragg. After a couple of beers too many the previous night, Cragg was wondering if he was in trouble again.

'I'll just get us a syncoff.'

Forbes made himself comfortable in Cragg's untidy quarters, moving a suit and helmet off the chair.

'Sorry,' said Cragg. 'Maids day off.'

'Don't worry about it. You've been busy. I'd like to thank you for taking the youngsters under your wing.'

'It's been a real pleasure. To be honest, those new non-touch sensors are beyond me.'

'That's one of the things I wanted to talk about. But first, I have a bit of a problem.'

'Which is?'

'Captain Dillow has requested she fly the ship and Ramshorn takes off with trainee Bouquet in her freighter. That concerns me, Craggy.'

'I thought it might. Ramshorn and Dillow are up to the job.'

Forbes said, 'I don't doubt it.'

'But. Both are still not much more than rookies. That's what you're thinking, isn't it?'

'Yes,' said Forbes. 'And they're both flying solo. No back up. There's nowhere to put a copilot. It would have taken too long to alter the big ship to comfortably accommodate two pilots. We have neither time nor personnel to spare right now.'

'I'd offer to go with Dillow if there was room, but like you said, there's no room.'

'Not with Dillow,' said Forbes. 'But there is on the freighter. We should at least have another qualified pilot with Rocky. The trouble is, we only have a few more rookies, no qualified pilots.'
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