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Most predictions of the future had assumed that the first settlement beyond the Asteroid Belt would be a moon of Jupiter, perhaps Callisto. But that didn't happen and as usual, money was the deciding factor. There was no monetary reason to go to any of Jupiter's moons but Saturn's moon, Titan, was interesting and possibly profitable by the early twenty-second-century. Through the mining of valuable Helium 3 (He3) from the atmosphere of Saturn, which the fusion power plants of the Solar System desperately needed, an investment on Titan would return money to the investors in their lifetime.

But even with fusion, the energy was only as cheap as the cost of transporting the fuel that makes that energy. And Mars with its lower gravity and closer proximity to Saturn had at least a factor of ten advantage over Earth when it came to transportation costs. With a population of several million and good governance, the Mars Republic also had the resources, stability and drive to finance the establishment of a Titan base. Earth would gladly pay for the He3 fuel it needed to keep its economies moving and Mars would benefit. 

Gardener Abram Jackson had been born in the Asteroid Belt but had spent much of his life on Mars including attending the Mars Space Academy for four years. Gardener had a wiry frame, he was unusually short for an asteroid baby but his height fit his job choice of Aero-SpaceCraft (ASC) pilot. At twenty-five, this would be his first piloting job after graduation and he hoped he was prepared.

Actually, the job to skim Saturn's atmosphere and extract He3 was flown by an autonomous ASC with an Artificial Narrow Intelligence (ANI) system specifically adapted for the mission. Pilots were in effect a backup to the ANI.

________

“Jackson!” yelled Lt. Macland. The lieutenant was as short as Gardener but had a much stockier build. He also had the requisite crew cut you would expect of a Republic Marine.

“Yes sir!” called Gardener. Although a civilian employee of Titan Enterprises, his flying job made Gardener subject to the military commander responsible for security at the Titan base. The military also maintained the ASCs.

“Jackson, I need you to go over your craft and run a system's diagnostic and generate the necessary reports.”

“But sir I've done the diagnostics several times already, and the flight isn't for days, don't you think it's enough?”

“No I don't pilot, now get with it and get me that report or you won't be flying!”

“Yes sir,” said Gardener somewhat resentfully.

Gardener headed for the hangar. 

Why is the lieutenant riding me so hard? I don't understand it. Maybe he just doesn't like civilians.

Gardener climbed into the ASC1, also known as a “skimmer,” which Titan Enterprises of Mars had developed. His skimmer was one of half a dozen in the hangar which included the prototype craft along with military transports and research craft. Of all the vessels in the hangar, the skimmers looked the most futuristic. They were sleeker than the others because they were meant to cut through the dense atmosphere of Titan as well as the upper layers of Saturn's atmosphere. Gardener always had an appreciative look on his face whenever he saw a skimmer. 

Inside the skimmer Gardener seated himself in the pilot's seat and began to power up the craft. The diagnostic wouldn't require his input until it was done, unless something amiss was discovered. Gardener would occupy himself by dictating a letter to his parents back on Mars with his personal ANI called an Annie.

Gardener began:

Hi mom and dad. I've gotten used to my new routine here on Titan. I mostly go to briefings and classes on the skimmer's operation or simulations of the mission I will be flying. Right now I'm running a diagnostic on the skimmer by order of Lt. Macland. He seems to not like me for some reason but I'm not particularly bothered, have to be doing something I guess.

Titan is surprising. Although we learned all about it at the MSA I'm surprised at how beautiful it can be. Most of the time it's like living inside a cloud, nothing to see. But then it will clear, at least out to a few kilometers and the pink-orange of the sky will become a brilliant gold almost.

Then there are the rainstorms, if a methane downpour can be called rain. I find them fascinating since, as you know, I've never seen rain in person, only on a video screen. The drops of liquid methane against the clear atrium wall, the flowing rivulets they cause outside, I could watch them fall and merge and flow for hours. But it doesn't last long, no more than fifteen minutes I would guess.

The last time it rained I saw lightning. You can't imagine such a sight without seeing it in person. Then there is the thunder. And then you remember that it is methane out there and very explosive. If not for the fact that there is very little oxygen in the atmosphere of Titan the atmospheric methane would be a real danger. But Titan's atmosphere is mostly nitrogen and fires started by lightning are impossible. Still the lightning is disconcerting and I wonder if the base or one of the flying craft has ever been struck.

Well, I see the diagnostic is almost finished so I guess I'll button this up and send it. Love you both.

Gardener read over the letter and then punched the send button on the touchscreen. The letter would be queued to go by radio transmission next time there was a slot for the base personnel's personal communication. Gardener skimmed the diagnostic report and then sent it to the base ANI which would deliver it to Lt. Macland. Gardener hoped it would be the last diagnostic before the flight but he doubted it.
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Gardener was deep into the simulated mission, flying the skimmer through the atmosphere of Saturn, mining He3 and hydrogen when the alarms sounded. The simulator was incredibly realistic, many times Gardener had almost forgotten he was in a simulator. The emergency alert brought him back to his duties.

What emergency is the lieutenant throwing at me this time? 

Gardener brought up the alert screen. He was warned by the skimmer's ANI that all the weather scout ships were offline. 

That's ridiculous, they couldn't all have gone down at the same time. 

The scout ships were unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV). ANI piloted, that flew ahead of the skimmer to warn of potential storms or other disturbances that should be avoided.

Gardener knew this was just a setup for the real emergency that Lt. Macland was planning next. Still, he went through the emergency checkoff sheet with the ship's ANI. There weren't any recommended procedures for the loss of all UAVs, but there were procedures for the loss of a lesser number. Gardener directed the ANI to put in place the procedures. Radar at maximum, speed reduced one-third and report to base.
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