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Stone Goddess

​


Ben James shook
dust from his undersuit and keyed the light on. That formation
yesterday, at the edge of the valley, he’d dreamed of it. Something
about ... an alien visitor ... about ... ... but the dream slipped
away. It was a good place to look, he thought. A good place to take
some samples from. Perhaps there would be some microbes in the
shady soil nearby, or colonising the vesicles within. Today’s
workplan wouldn’t let him go back, though.

Ben
kissed his fingertip and touched it to the photo of Danielle that
flickered on the bedside table. “Morning honey,” he
whispered.

He
skipped his sonic shower, skipped breakfast. He went straight
through the tunnels to the garage. Frank and Jill were there,
working on the hook-up between a tractor and its sled. He caught
Jill’s eye and strode to the suit room. He might have to walk a
long way, so he picked a Hardened Ext-Range suit hanging on the
wall, feet just on the ground. It was a bit small, so he had to
force his way in.

“Now what
are you up to?” Jill said, leaning against the door
frame.

“Going
back out to that rock formation I was at yesterday.”

Jill made
a show of scrolling through her clipboard. “Huh. Yesterday. You got
a sample. Nice little chip of Martian basalt now in the lab.” She
looked up at him. “Says that we’re done on that rock. Finished up
in that whole sector.”

“Uh-huh.”
Ben shoved down and his foot popped into the suit’s
shoe.

“You got
a hunch?”

It’s
no hunch.

“It’s no
hunch,” he said.

“What’s
that? Don’t do this Ben. You’re not down on the manifest here. That
suit’s booked for the Cordellia Crater expedition. They leave
tomorrow morning and that suit’s gotta be in good
shape.”

“I’ll be
back in under ten hours.”

I’ll
see you soon.

Ben
cocked his head. “What?”

“You okay
Ben? You look a little tired.” Jill dropped the clipboard to her
side and stepped over.

I’ll
see you soon.

“I’ve got
to get out there.”

“Your
eyes are bloodshot all to hell.”

Then
Frank was at the door. “Jill can we ... Ben? What in God’s name are
you doing? You’re not rated in that suit. Get out. This is not a
kindergarten.”

Oh so
soon.

“I’m ...”
Where was that voice coming from?

“It’s
okay,” Jill said. She held up the clipboard, showing Frank. “We’re
doing an inventory check on the suit. Steiner had problems with it
last time out.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah
Frank. I didn’t want to worry you about it. Ben’s just on kitchen
duty today, and it’s pretty quiet there so he’s giving me a hand,
isn’t that right Ben?”

“That’s
right.”

“Uh-huh.”
Frank gave a cock-eyed grin. “Well, you lovebirds, don’t break
anything.” He turned and went back into the garage.

Hurry.

“Lovebirds!” Jill hissed. “Cretin.”

“I could
use some wheels too,” Ben said.

“Are you
insane?”

“With a
vehicle I can be back in three hours.” Ben realised he was
breathing hard. He had to get out fast before she really saw. He
was fully in the suit now and needed her to seal him in.

“There’s
the tractor.” Jill looked at the clipboard again.
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