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The Shuttle

––––––––
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Scott Southerland raced down a hallway in the Starship Halcyon. The shuttle for Earth left in ten minutes, and with luck, he’d make it to the platform in time. Engineering was situated three levels above the cargo bay on the other side of the starship. He ran down the hallway toward the elevators, nearly knocking over a crew member carrying a box.

“Sorry,” he shouted and turned the corner.

At least the ship was still in dry dock and the bulk of the crew wouldn’t arrive for a few months. With all of them aboard, the halls would be too crowded, and he’d never be able to reach the bay. A sprint down another long hallway brought him to the elevator hub. He gasped and leaned against the wall. No time to rest now. He could do that in the shuttle...if he made it.

He hit the button indicating down and listened for a responding buzzer. The hub consisted of twelve elevators aligned around a central core. He moved around it until he came to an elevator with a flashing light, and he stepped in when the doors opened. As the elevator descended, he glanced at his watch. Four minutes left. The elevator dinged, and the door slid open. He jumped out like a jack-in-the-box and ran.

The Halcyon was one of three starships being fitted for a journey to a new planet. Each would carry 5,000 colonists and crew. Shuttles arrived every six hours, ferrying people and materials between each starship and the transfer station.

Scott was heading out for a family dinner at his parent’s house in the Washington, D.C., area. If he missed this shuttle, he’d be stuck aboard the starship until tomorrow evening. He wouldn’t have enough time to get to Earth, make his meetings, and return in time for his next morning shift.

He ran around the corner and into the large cargo bay on the port side of the ship. The craft stood at the far end, with a short line of people still boarding. From behind him came the sound of two sets of running feet; he wasn’t the only one trying to catch the shuttle. He didn’t have time to turn to see who it was.

Ahead, the deck crew prepared to secure the door. Scott increased his speed and arrived at the platform completely out of breath. Two men ran up beside him, neither one in any better condition. The shuttle attendant looked annoyed.

“Hurry up and get on board. You’re putting us off our schedule.”

Scott nodded and stepped inside, still breathing like a bellows. There were only six empty seats, and he chose one along the far wall. He dropped in it like a brick and struggled to lock the safety harness in place. A moment later, he closed his eyes, leaned back, and tried to get his breathing under control. Someone dropped into the seat next to him, but he didn’t have the energy to engage in conversation. It was a little less than an hour ride to the transfer station, so there would be plenty of time to chat with his neighbor, if he wanted to.

A few minutes later, the shuttle vibrated as the engines came on. He turned and looked out the window as the ship move across the bay on tow cables, heading for the launch platform. When they reached it, inner security doors closed. The pilots waited for the air to be pumped out of the airlock before they opened the outer doors. Hydraulic lifts tilted the platform and literally slid the shuttle out of the Starship Halcyon and into space. The pilots increased power to the engines, and the shuttle banked to the left.

A voice sounded in his ear.

“Are you going to sleep the whole trip?”

Scott opened his eyes to find Dexter Thompson, a member of the construction crew, sitting beside him.

“You’re actually leaving the ship?” Scott shifted in his harness so he’d be in a more comfortable position for conversation. Dex’s department was building the interiors for the colonists’ living quarters, and they had a very tight deadline to get everything finished before launch day. Not everyone in the construction crew would join the colony, but Dex was a skilled carpenter, and his talents would be needed when they arrived at their new home.

`“Yes. I’m taking my bucket leave early. I’ll be back on board in two weeks.”

Scott raised his eyebrows. Each crew member and each colonist had two weeks off before launch day; they’d nicknamed it bucket leave. The idea was to conclude all your affairs, say goodbye to friends and family, and travel somewhere new because none of them would return to Earth. Scott’s own time was scheduled for early February. “Why are you taking it now?”

“Unlike you, my parents are dead. I haven’t seen my sister in years, and I don’t even know where she is. I don’t have any other family I’m close to, and I don’t have a girlfriend.”  He scratched his forehead. “I got word from my agent that my condo has sold, and I need to sign the final papers. I have some packing to do, but after that, there’s no reason for me to set foot on Earth again.”

There was an awkward silence between them as the shuttle continued its journey.

Dex finally broke it. “Speaking of girlfriends, how is Harper?  Are you planning to marry her before you both take off?”

Scott smiled. “I’m thinking about it.”

Dex scoffed. “If I were you, I wouldn’t wait too long. There will be a lot of single men on the ship, and Harper is a beautiful woman.”

Scott shifted away from Dex. This was not a subject he wanted to discuss and certainly not on a shuttle crowded with people who would be making the journey to a new world with him. “It’s complicated.”

Dex rolled his eyes. “It’s only as complicated as you want it to be.”

Scott changed the subject. “Why were you running to catch the shuttle?”

“I was hanging cabinets in one of the living quarters on deck fourteen, and it wasn’t going well. What’s your excuse?”

Scott sighed. “The chief had me running tests on the water recycling system all day.  He’s got all the engineering staff running diagnostics on the ship’s systems to insure that everything will be ready for the mission.” He crossed his legs. “Considering that the ships have to get us there safely and will then be cannibalized for use by the colonizers, everything had better work.”

Dex nodded.

The shuttle continued its flight, and they were surrounded by the voices of their fellow passengers and the steady thrum of the engines.

Dex leaned closer. “There’s a rumor going around.”

Scott moved closer to his friend. “About what?”

Dex looked around, then leaned even closer. “I heard from two members of the flight crew that scouts have discovered a new planet, and it’s rich with ore, minerals, and other resources. It’s in the Bultan System.”

Scott raised his eyebrows. “Are they thinking of making this planet the next homestead world?”

Dex shook his head. “They can’t; it’s partially occupied. There are alien cities in the southern hemisphere.”

Scott nodded. “That’s a shame. It sounds like the kind of planet the association is looking for. I know that our planet’s valuable natural resources were part of the reason it was chosen.”

The shuttle banked to the left, and Scott turned to the window. Far ahead were the twinkling lights of the transfer station. They reminded him that it would be Christmas soon.

Dex leaned even closer and whispered in Scott’s ear. “The rest of the rumor is that some of the higher-ups want us to go to the new planet anyway, regardless of the alien presence.”

Scott whipped around to Dex and said in a whisper, “That’s completely against our charter. We are only supposed to colonize planets that are not already inhabited by sentient beings.”

Dex nodded and whispered again. “Apparently, there was so much gold discovered by the sensors that some of the higher-ups are willing to make the argument that we should colonize the northern hemisphere.”

Scott widened his eyes. “Do they know if the aliens would be hostile to such a colony?”

Dex snorted. “The fact that they would even contemplate starting a colony tells me that they don’t really care if they are hostile or not.”

A voice from the cabin speakers halted their conversation.

“We will be landing at the transfer station in about ten minutes. Please remain in your seats and do not release your harnesses until instructed. The shuttle to London has been cancelled. Those who wish to go to the British Isles need to catch the shuttle to Edinburgh and travel on from there. The Transfer Station Merchants Association would like us to remind you that there are only twenty shopping days until Christmas, so take advantage of their duty-free shopping. We are approaching the tunnel; please gather all your personal items and have them stowed for landing.”

Scott glanced out the window as the shuttle entered the large terminal. The ship set down carefully on one of the landing platforms. The pilots cut the engines, and the shuttle was pulled in on a short conveyer belt as the outer door slowly closed behind them. It came to rest in the center of a small landing bay as it was flooded by air. When the compartment was pressurized, a voice came over the speakers again.

“Welcome to the transfer station. You may remove your harnesses. An updated flight schedule is available for you to synchronize with your personal computing devices. Happy Holidays!”

Scott and Dex both stood and stretched. As the shuttle passengers disembarked, he turned to face Scott.

“Be careful who you talk to about the information I gave you. I’m sure the association will take steps soon to squash the rumors. Have a Merry Christmas. I’ll see you at the party, and say hello to Harper for me.” He held out his hand, and they shook.

Scott made his way to the door. He had an uncomfortable feeling about the information. Something told him this would not be the last he’d hear about the issue.
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