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Chapter One

 


A bad day in the executive
dining room…

 


 


Oil paintings of the Company fathers,
each under its own intimate little light, frowned down with
fastidious disdain at the ruckus Mickey was making. Unwavering, he
held the gun pointed straight at Freddie’s heart.

Seated at the long table in the senior
management dining room, Melissa and Tom Deloussian were on his
right, while Freddie Smith sat across from him.

The newcomers, the strangers, sat at
the head and foot of the polished slab of fake walnut.
Blond-haired, blue-eyed and slender, about thirty years old, the
always slightly-disheveled Melissa was deferential, apologetic. She
didn’t understand the problem.

Oaken panels and warmly gleaming brass
fixtures contributed to the stark contrast between their immediate
environment and Mickey’s erratic behavior. Barely knowing Melissa
and Tom, Mick couldn’t help but be aware of her scent. They seemed
happily married. Her tousled mop kept troubled the fringes of his
highly-alert state. He was very young, just twenty-three three
years old. There weren’t that many women on the planet at the best
of times. He couldn’t escape his own glands. As chief of the
maintenance department, he was outside the loop, both as regards to
management and the contract employees, which made him a very lonely
young man around here.

“We just want to
understand. Mickey is upset about something, after all. No one
thinks, well, no one thinks you’re crazy, Mick.” Melissa gave
Mick’s arm a friendly and non-judgmental squeeze.

Very reassuring, but he knew what he
knew and saw what he saw.

“Just do it.” An angry
Mickey watched the lady on the left side, and then glared at the
man at the other end of the table.

The newcomers exchanged a long look.
Silent communication passed, but as yet no decision had been made.
Tom, Melissa’s hulky, hundred and ten kilogram hubby, built like a
barrel and not much smarter, as all the contract employees said,
made as if to speak, which as often as not began with a thorough
throat-clearing.

Tom wasn’t a bad guy, just cautious,
and always the doubts. Thomas was a doubter.

Tom was an engineer, with all of their
virtues and all of their faults, right down to a ‘T.’ Always
needing to consult, always seeking clarification, or even just
approval, from some higher authority. They didn’t have time for all
that right now. They weren’t going to get it.

The pistol pointed unwaveringly at the
casually slouching Fred, whose boyish, open face, puppy-dog blue
eyes—dogs rarely had blue eyes in Mick’s estimation, but there you
have it—just stayed on his own. There was no sign of fear in them
and as far as he was concerned that was real bad. How do you
explain, when everyone thinks you’re nuts? No one ever listens.
Fred was about thirty-two years old. He had straight blonde hair,
with one lock always hanging down over his forehead. Mickey wasn’t
buying the youthful innocence act any longer. He felt betrayed in
some irrational fashion, yet it wasn’t poor Fred’s fault. He was
about the closest thing Mickey had to a friend around
here.

Months ago, someone had accused the
tall, dark, and quiet Mickey of something he didn’t do. Give a dog
a bad name, it will stick. Someone had taken real trouble to set
him up, to make him out to be a bad one, and it was coming back to
haunt them now. He could see that as plain as day.

“Just do it, Fred.” His
glittering hazel eyes bored into Freddie’s.

“It will all become clear
soon enough.” Freddie lifted his hands calmly off the table,
turning them up so they could see the palms, as if that would make
everything go away.

“I know you can do it,
Fred.” Mickey’s voice echoed off the walls.

Again that silent, speculative look
passed down the table, but Fred’s eyes just flicked to Melissa and
Tom. The pistol was a curious device, double-barreled, a survival
gun, and probably not very good at any one job. It was too short
for long-range accuracy, too small for big game. It held a pair of
.410 cartridges. Freddie could bluster, and dominate Melissa and
Tom all he wanted, but Mickey was the one with the gun. It was a
cross between an old ball-butted dueling pistol and a sawed-off
shotgun, deadly enough at close range. The problem was there wasn’t
enough bullets for the job in hand. It was a big derringer, nothing
more.

“I’ll do you, Fred.” Mick
used the left hand to gently release one of the triggers so only
one cartridge would fire.

Solid slugs nestled snugly inside
their brass and plastic tubes. It would fire when he pulled the
trigger. The right-hand barrel was still cocked. They just didn’t
think he would do it. He had no doubts of his own.

“I have exactly two shots.
Who wants to be next?” He asked the stranger-lady, with a lift of
his left eyebrow. “I can save it for you, or your goofy buddy.
Which would you prefer?”

The eyebrow-twitch was one of his
little idiosyncrasies.

“Oh, hell, why not?” The
man had been silent until now.

His deep, rich, brown voice should
have been trained for the opera. A quick glance confirmed that his
eyes were twinkling in humorous bonhomie.

“They got to you, didn’t
they, Fred?” Fred wasn’t his best friend. But he was the only
friend Mickey had on this stinking, rinky-dink little planet
Althea, where for some reason piezo-temporal crystals oozed out of
pores in the rocks and washed down into the lowlands, where it
re-crystallized, making it easy to scoop the stuff up and bulldoze
it into the hoppers.

It was a real bad time, as far as he
was concerned, with all the work crews gone and their replacements
not due in for another few moon-cycles. It was a time for routine
maintenance, and repetitious report-writing. It was also a time for
punishment. Under normal circumstances he would have gone with
them, but he had been convicted of theft, and so the management
tribunal assigned him an administrative punishment. They’d accused
him of stealing an entire crate of stuff meant for the crews,
snacks and candy for the on-base store, where the Company could
take back from them some of the hard-earned money they had risked
their lives for on this Godforsaken rock.

A time to sit and wait for a
psychiatric assessment, and if he failed, well, he wouldn’t get
paid. It was all nice and legal according to the contract. Worse,
with no money to pay the fare home, he would be indentured to the
Company for seven years. He would be paying room and board, charged
through the nose for everything, and trying to save the pennies
left over so he could make the ticket price and go home. Mickey was
technically a mechanical engineer, so he would be paying executive
rates. The Contract was rock-solid and airtight. Otherwise he would
be indentured for another seven years. Nice set-up. Set aside the
old contract, and write a new one for you. No recourse to the law,
no appeals, no lawyers, no advocates, no time to prepare a defense
or call any witnesses. He had a funny feeling he was going to fail
that test, no matter what he said or did. Who did they even have
onsite to administer it?

“I saw what they did,
Fred.” Everyone waited to see what he would do next. “I came in
here looking for the doctor, remember? And that little bone-headed,
piss-ant McNulty was standing there by the cabinet, trying not to
laugh his damn-fool head off…I knew it then, Fred. He slammed the
door just a little too hard when he saw me come in.”

McNulty wanted him to know. The
cowards were always cruel, in Mick’s experience.

“That’s very intuitive,
Mickey.” Freddie gave a little shake of the head and shoulders as
he indulged himself.

Fred’s mouth gaped, like he was about
to laugh out loud, to laugh at the futility of it all, the sheer
nonsensical ribaldry of life in a galaxy where everyone thought
they knew everything all the time. Freddie had told him his sad
story, over one of a thousand drinks together.

“They set you up.” The
admission came easily. “They pick the biggest new guy, and you are
unusually tall. Johnson is heavier, but he’s such a screw-up. They
figured he might be useless. Or if you prefer, he never asked any
questions…you ask a lot of questions. And you’re a pretty good
mechanic.”

“You asked one too many
questions.” Again it was the tall handsome stranger. “It’s a good
way to keep discipline.”

There were three of them, and only two
bullets. Fuck. Mick’s thoughts raced.

“I will kill you, Fred.”
He raised the gun and pointed it, right hand and forearm rock
steady. “Is that why they did it, because I ask too many
questions?”

Freddie gave no answer, but then
Mickey really didn’t expect one.

“I’m running out of
patience with you people.” Freddie’s newfound friends didn’t seem
too impressed.

Melissa’s breath hissed in disbelief.
Tom stared at him.

“You promised we were
going to ask questions, just a few, ah, questions, and listen to
what they had to say.” Tom’s reminder left Mickey
unmoved.

The gun was staring straight into
Fred’s eyes. Those eyes were wide in shock, yet there was a kind of
calm in them as well, no outrage, and no surprise. He wasn’t quite
scared enough for Mickey’s liking.

“All right then.” The lady
on his left was not an exact copy, but her blonde head, with the
shock of thick locks a near-enough copy of Melissa’s to fool
someone, but who?

She nodded in Fred’s direction, and
his foolhardy grin got even bigger. The bastard was enjoying this.
Mickey’s guts sank, and it felt real hollow inside right about now,
as if everything he had ever eaten in his life was going to fall
out his asshole with nothing to stop it.

Freddie’s eyes got about four times
the size of normal human eyes, big, slanted, almond-shaped orbs of
glittering-sparkling blue, surrounding one-inch pupils that were
black as coals. Those horrible eyes scintillated, yet that
frightening grin just kept on grinning. You could have heard a pin
drop, or a mosquito fart right about then, even though Melissa’s
left hand was digging into his right forearm. Her long, sharp, pale
pink nails cut into him through the thin, one-piece Company-issued
insul-suit. Many people habitually wore them when off duty and
inside the weather-dome.

She was so intent, she didn’t try to
pull on his gun arm, or it would have really been a problem. He
shrugged her off and she didn’t resist. Her mouth opened, and he
could hear the barely audible gasp, the quick little intake of
breath she made as Fred’s head and especially his face and neck
began to stretch, and bulge, and God, now the other two began to do
it, all three of them. Mickey’s head was going back and forth like
a cobra trying to take them all in at once, and Tom was half out of
his chair, frozen in time like a statue of something or other. His
chair fell over, and hit the brown neo-wool of the dining room
carpet with a soft, dull, thud-thud-thud as it skittered away and
came to rest three or four feet back of him.

“I told you, but you just
didn’t believe me.” Mickey had an irrational anger at his
companions.

Melissa and Tom were nice enough
people, but no one ever listened to Mick. That was one reason why
he left home, and signed up with the Company. Later it occurred to
Mickey that the Company probably saw him coming, a nice, idealistic
and lonely young man with no place to go except somewhere else.
That thought helped his decision-making process in some way. He had
nothing to lose, and perhaps everything to gain.

Mickey pulled the trigger. Everything
happened so fast after that, but he must have shot Fred right about
then, and then they were all backing up from the table as Fred
stared dumbfounded at the new hole in his chest. The two strangers
began shouting at once. Fred looked up at him in sad, sick
disbelief, and his grin began to fade into nothingness. He stared
deep into Mickey’s eyes.

Freddie had the strangest look of
curiosity on his face. It’s something Mickey would never forget. He
had a look of awe on his face. He still couldn’t believe it, just
couldn’t believe it. Terribly, his head had returned to normal.
Mick was having a hard time believing it himself.

“Stay where you are.” He
pushed in front of Melissa and Tom, swinging the gun from side to
side to try to cover them both.

He cocked the other trigger. It seemed
like somebody else was doing it, but he saw it for sure—he took the
time to double-check.

“I’ll get one of you for
sure, you stinking bastards.” Mickey sure sounded mean right
then.

If the gun had been better, a repeater
with some kind of magazine, he would have killed them both right
then and there with no questions asked. Their heads were really
flickering now, as if they were about to change shape. He pulled
open one of the cupboard doors. He pointed the gun at the woman
stranger, moving to the left so it was easier to watch them. Those
two weren’t smiling anymore, but discretion being the better part
of valor, they kept their mouths shut.

“Grab as much as you can.”
He beckoned at Tom, as Melissa hovered by the door in shock and
confusion.

A quick glance showed she needed
direction. Her hands fluttered around on the ends of her arms, as
she gasped and gulped like a fresh-landed fish. She was transfixed,
an adrenalin rush stalled at the takeoff.

“Grab a bag, a box, a
frigging pillowcase. Grab the tablecloth.” She scrambled to
comply.

The crazy man had a gun, after
all.

It took but a moment, as Fred suddenly
slumped down in his chair, and then went over sideways, hitting the
floor like a jute sack full of beans or something small and loose.
Poor Fred was out of sight, for the most part, just barely visible
on the far side, under the table, surrounded by high-backed chairs
pushed out of the way by his fall.

Mick reached in with his left hand,
and grabbed packets of M & M’s and Smarties and shoved them in
the pockets of the utility coveralls. He awkwardly tried to fill
the right-hand pockets with his left hand, and at the same time
cover the freaking aliens or whatever they were.

“I’ll kill your lady
friend deader than dead.” He faced the quasi-male alien, who had
arisen from his seat, features out of control, and his head now
twice the size of a human being’s.

An inarticulate growl came out of his
distended throat and vicious, gaping red maw of a mouth. It was all
Greek to Mickey.

Mickey jammed in a couple of chocolate
bars, and then the kicker, a Toblerone, a triangular bar of
chocolate in a stiff yellowy-buff cardboard tube. It was some kind
of huge Christmas-gift type of confection. The damned thing must
have weighed in at two kilos, and he one-handedly smashed it
against a countertop, and broke it in three and jammed it into his
left side pocket.

“Don’t try to follow us.”
There was a sudden rush of silence as the male alien subsided back
into his chair in the awful realization that they had blown their
cover.

They really didn’t have to do that.
They could have waited. His mind was going full blast, and there
wasn’t time to think it through. Everything was happening so
quickly, and so very, very slowly…Mick’s mind was crystallized from
adrenalin.

“Let’s go.” He gave one
more wave of the gun at the two aliens, and they pelted down the
two flights of stairs of the Administration building then out
across the parking lot.

The heat of mid-autumn hit like the
mouth of a blast-furnace, oblique rays of the late afternoon
star-shine stinging their cheeks with its radiation. The last thing
he recalled from that flight, was McElroy, sitting stiff as a
doorknob at the desk in the control room, sightless eyes oblivious
to the dials and displays on the console in front of him. What they
did to him, Mick had no idea. But he was dead for sure, from what
he could see in a quick glimpse through the window. Tom was running
along close beside Melissa, as she struggled with the bundle in the
tablecloth, with his hand in the small of her back.

Mickey brought up the rear, ears agape
and eyes agog for any hint of pursuit, fearfully wondering what
they would find in the dormitory habitat. They slammed open the
door of the building and pelted up the stairs, the rest of the
place eerily quiet as the noise of their thumping footsteps
clamored up and down the stairwell. Running purely on instinct,
predictably enough they found themselves in the married quarters.
Tom and Melissa lived on the second floor.

With a different kind of shock, he saw
they had a kitchenette, but Mick lived in the bachelor’s quarters.
He’d never really thought about it.

“We can’t stay very long.”
Mick was firm.

The two of them stood in naked,
unadulterated fear. Their shock and the run made the breath ragged
in their throats, as they stared wild-eyed at Mickey.

“Pots and pans, knives and
forks, stuff like that.” Melissa nodded at the command.

She tried to say something, but
stopped abruptly. Tom was useless for this kind of thing. He’d have
to make a list or something. There were beads of sweat on Tom’s
forehead, and he was breathing pretty hard. Melissa stood there,
rocking left and right on the balls of her feet. Tom’s dark,
straight hair was plastered down his forehead. He huffed and
puffed, and stared at Mickey with wild eyes. Balls of sweat were
running down Mickey’s ribcage under the arms.

“Five minutes. You’ve got
five minutes.” Melissa’s eyes were wide with horror, and
awe-stricken with new knowledge.

She got it, but Tom began to bluster.
His numbed brain was beginning to ask a few questions.

“What—what? Why do we have
to go anywhere?” Tom wasn’t so dumb, he just didn’t get
it.

“I really don’t have time
to build a consensus. You stand by this window and watch that
fucking door, okay?” Mickey was angry with the whole damned galaxy
right then, but he had to get control of these two right
quickly.

He ripped open the curtains and
pointed at the door they had just come out of, seventy-five metres
across the way.

“There must be more than
them two. I don’t know if you noticed, but the fire curtains on the
control room door were open. They were closed before, when we went
up!”

Tom shook his head.

“McElroy’s dead.” Mickey
gave them the news, as they needed to know and it was as good a
time as any.

“What, what?” Tom babbled
as Mick pushed him forward.

Thank God, Melissa was pulling stuff
out of the cupboards like a whirlwind.

“Grab all the food you can
carry.” She was at least useful. “Make up five or six bags. Don’t
grab a frozen turkey, okay?”

She was still shaky and
confused.

“Dry, packaged foods, as
much as you got.” Giving her a little push, he kept
going.

“I’m going to search a
couple of the rooms, see if I can come up with some more
ammo.”

Mickey headed for the door.

“Bisson has a weapon. It
might be in his bed table.” He nodded encouragement at this rapid
re-framing of Tom’s head-space.

“Thanks, Tom.” He bolted
from the room and up the stairs to the penthouse suites.

As for swiping a vehicle, he had all
that figured out ahead of time. He knew what he knew, and had seen
what he’d seen. The blue four-wheel-drive pickup, with a crew cab,
the one usually taken by Site Manager Guy Bisson on his daily
inspection tours, was right outside with the keys in it and
three-quarters of a tank of gas. Mick had stolen the gun from under
the seat earlier that day.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


They didn’t have a
plan…

 


 


It wasn’t exactly a plan, but Mickey
headed west until the dust cloud began to fade out to the horizon,
settling slowly and drifting off to the left in the light evening
breeze. Then he made a gentle right turn onto the desert floor.
They left the oiled but dusty gravel road behind. His adrenalin
rush was beginning to crash, and they were in deep shit.

“Where are we going?” Tom
had been pretty silent since loading the bundles and a few
fifty-litre jerry-cans of water into the vehicle.

Mickey had the water waiting for them
at his work area, the garages and repair shops by the front
gate.

“The mountains are
southeast of here.” Mickey spoke in a flat, emotionless tone, with
Melissa leaning up between the front seats to hear more clearly due
to the pounding of the wheels at eighty or ninety kilometres an
hour over the flat expanse of a major salt pan.

This pan was just ordinary sodium, but
the piezo-crystal beds looked much similar. Both kinds of salt-pans
were replenished each spring, and to a lesser extent, in the autumn
of the year when the rainy season came.

“The working beds are at
the end of the only road on the planet.” Melissa had been pretty
quiet up until now.

Tom just nodded, craning his head,
looking over to the right and rear of them. To be more accurate,
there was a road to the dump, and one leading to the dry lake bed
where the shuttles landed. They were both to the south, and west
from their present position, which was now northeast of the
processing complex. They hit a rut occasionally. From the air,
there were dozens of tracks, white streaks from early site
explorations. The construction of the processing plant and the
habitat had left its own marks.

“How long will it take
them to get a flitter up?” Tom was pale.

“I don’t know.” Mickey
shrugged. “Maybe they don’t know how to fly one.”

“How do you know McElroy’s
dead?”

“He looked dead. He was
just sitting there, sort of slumped forwards.” Mick withheld a few
details, for example the sea-green foamy vomit all over his lap and
upturned palms.

McElroy hadn’t been able to believe it
either, judging by the look on his face.

“How do we know there are
only two of them?” There was a profound silence. “Okay.”

He shut up again. Tom looked at the
side of Mick’s head for a while, and then went back to watching
their tail.

“The sun’s at our backs.
The dust cloud is over there. It’ll be night in a half-hour or so.”
Tom was back on track now.

“I’ve known about this for
a couple of hours.” Mickey recounted for their benefit. “But I
didn’t have a lot of time to think it through.”

“Leave the lights off,
let’s get as far as we can, then shut down.” Tom was in
decision-making mode for once.

Mickey let it go, as it coincided
pretty much with his own plans. But at least now they had a moment
to think, to try and talk it through.

“Tell us again exactly
what you saw?” Melissa was really close.

“Them two scumbags came
walking up to the main gate, and I guess they pushed the button.
Freddie walked over and then they stood there talking for a minute
or two. The lady stuck him in the side with something.”

She stuck Freddie in the side with a
little silvery box, about as long as a brick, thirty millimetres
thick and perhaps half as wide as a brick. They already knew that
part.

“And then Freddy went all
funny? He did what?” Tom listened intently.

“He shivered. But he just
kept standing there.”

“And then they helped him
walk into the guard’s office?” It stood empty this time of
year.

Tom’s eyes bored into his from the
passenger seat.

“Yeah. And two or three
minutes later, they all went up to the control room door. He was
walking okay by then. So whatever happened to Fred, it didn’t take
very long.” He gulped in contemplation of what he had seen. “I saw
Freddie’s head kind of flicker a few times. That’s how I knew it
was all wrong.”

Mickey’s verbal emphasis made up for
lack of appropriate words.

“Okay, Mickey, we can only
assume that you did the right thing.” Tom exhaled in a
rush.

“I never really thought of
it before.” Mickey had some ideas. “But the crystals are a kind of
strategic resource.”

Their ears pricked up at that, but it
was crucial to concentrate on the driving.

“What do you mean,
Mickey?” Mick smelled her up close again.

“We’ve always assumed the
Government, and the Company, are the biggest things in the
universe, the most powerful things going. We never seriously
considered the possibility of life, other sentient life in the
universe.” Mick’s eyes were bleak indeed.

“Oh, my God.”

“He’s right, Tom.”
Melissa’s calm acceptance transmitted itself and sank into her
husband’s features, and then he slumped a bit.

“What are you getting at,
Mickey?” Mick saw that he was maybe onto something.

“Let’s face it.” Mickey
was thinking aloud. “After three and a half centuries of
exploration, we really haven’t found any evidence of other
space-faring species, although there are quite a variety of life
forms on various planets.”

These tended to be in younger
planetary systems. With the average age of these life-bearing
worlds at about one and a half billion years old, the life forms
tended to be primitive. Althea was estimated at anywhere from two
and a half to three and a half billion years of age.

“The crystals have all
kinds of commercial applications.” Mickey probably didn’t have to
remind them, but he was trying to reason it out, working with
minimal information.

The terrain, gently undulating, but
basically pretty flat, required a certain amount of attention at
the speed they were going. There was the occasional outcrop of
rock, solid granite, or bushes and thickets of stone-weed to
consider. To roll the vehicle at high speed would be a disaster,
possibly even fatal.

“Are you guys belted
in?”

They both said they were. Mickey
slowed down some. The darkening sky was visible in the rear-view
mirrors and the dust cloud was much diminished at this speed. He
kept the vehicle at sixty-five kilometres an hour. Every few
minutes, he nudged it a few degrees to the right by the dashboard
compass, hoping to evade pursuit.

“We’re at least twenty
kilometres from there by now.” Tom glanced at his watch, a heavy
and prestigious designer brand.

“You just think about it.”
Mickey looked over.

Tom was the engineer. Mickey was just
a glorified auto-mechanic, in charge of grease jobs, changing flat
tires, replacing tracks on the crawlers when they wore out. He did
brake-jobs and tune-ups, and the occasional clutch or transmission.
On a good day an engine change, a nice new blue-painted diesel bus
engine, right out of the crate, covered in stickers, with plastic
covers on all the tubes and inlets, yellow dust covers heads and
tails.

“The crystals are used in
everything from medical equipment, diagnostic tools, nuclear
research, then the transportation, communications and aerospace
industries. The long-liners would be useless without them.” The
other two nodded in agreement, putting a few things together for
themselves now.

“Hell, interstellar space
travel wouldn’t even be possible, without them? Right?” They
nodded.

Neither one had much to say, though.
Tom’s mouth hung a little slack as he digested it.

“And you’re saying no one
ever considered that there might be another species, one that
relies on the crystals, and they might show up to do some mining?”
Tom was trying to put it together, now that he had a fact or two to
work with. “Mining or gathering, maybe?”

“Yeah. I guess that’s what
I’m saying.” Mick focused on clearing a small rocky ledge a foot or
so high. “I’d say you’ve put it rather nicely.”

“Oh, man.” Tom got
it.

Mick took a quick look over his
shoulder into Melissa’s stunned features.

“Oh, shit.” Swearing was
uncharacteristic for her, but it was the times they lived
in.

She was a really nice lady, and
everything, not just a grub like most of the people here. Some of
the guys could be really ignorant when a lady walked by, but Mickey
had always been scrupulously courteous, and in some crazy fashion
sort of looked up to her. It wasn’t like a crush or anything, but
she just impressed him that way. She was every inch the
lady.

Not a girl or even a woman. A lady.
She had too much self-worth, a kind of confidence, and he supposed
too much sense, to flirt thoughtlessly. The kind of chick that you
respect for some reason, and figure you can’t ever have.

Melissa was the Company’s
meteorologist, not that they really needed one, but a married
couple had to have complementary, relevant skills, or they weren’t
eligible for contract on the planet. No useless mouths to feed.
Families weren’t exactly encouraged by the Company. Althea was the
Wild West, in some ways, taken to the extreme. It wasn’t exactly a
colony. People simply couldn’t live there all year
round.

 


***

 


Althea was a hell of a planet, all
things considered. Mickey slowed the vehicle down to about twenty
kilometres an hour.

“Be careful, Mickey.”
Melissa sat back and tried to relax and not think too
much.

“Yeah, yeah. We’re doing
fine.”

He slowed down so they could talk, and
hear, and think better.

“It’s a good thing you’re
the weather girl.” Mickey faked cheerfulness, but not very well. “I
want to hide the truck.”

“Well, it’s not going to
rain for six to ten days. If that’s any help at a time like
this.”

“It’s very helpful.” He
could understand her feelings, as he was having a few of them
himself.

They say bad things happen to good
people. So why try to be good? He had asked himself that, many
times, a long time ago. Maybe life will go easy on you. It sure
didn’t seem to be working out that way. Virtue is its own reward,
he supposed.

“We’ll cut some bushes and
camouflage it.” This was Tom’s suggestion.

“No, more than that. I
want to park it down in a valley, in a gorge. Back it up some
narrow canyon, a side-creek, you know?”

There was all kinds of electronic
surveying gear on the choppers. He didn’t know how good those
instruments would be at detecting metal. Their primary purpose was
finding the crystals but why take any unnecessary
chances?

“How far do you think we
can drive on this stuff?” Tom was asking better questions
now.

Melissa’s scent hit him
again.

“It’s perfect.” He turned,
again to the right, and began to pick his way at ten to fifteen
kilometres per hour, feeling the front wheels grip and slip as they
rolled over rocks and stones, instead of scrunching through a thin
layer of salt with its underlying sand, sand, and more
sand.

“The old fish-hook
maneuver.” Mickey was trying to keep up the morale, which was sure
to flag as the awful truth of their predicament set in.

Mickey was feeling better about their
chances now that they had escaped the immediate danger. Sometimes
any action is better than waiting.

“And the Company set you
up?” Tom spoke suddenly and oddly loud and crisp in his
ears.

At this speed the tires were much
quieter. All the audible noises were coming from the power steering
pump and the fan motor. He switched the fan off in impatience, not
that anyone cared. He turned on the local communications net, but
there were no signals from the processing complex, or any of the
equipment operators. There was nothing unusual about that,
especially heading into winter. Tom reached for the microphone, and
Mickey quickly batted his hand away.

“Don’t.” The older man was
a senior Company official, and Mickey snapped the radio off
again.

Tom subsided thoughtfully in the seat,
regarding Mick without a word.

“The management set me up.
We can’t prove it was the Company proper, or who else may have
known about it.”

He snapped the radio on
again.

“Listen for talk from the
site and the habitat. The shuttle field should be totally deserted.
But don’t touch that microphone.”

“All right, Mick.” Tom
reached over and set the volume very low, but otherwise kept his
hands off.

Mickey gingerly attempted to pick a
way round the larger boulders, ensconced in funny looking
kettle-holes with semi-perfect, spherical boulders seated in
them.

What was strange about this
environment was when you found a hole without the boulder. The
inevitable question was what had happened to it? Where had the
boulder gone? Perhaps it sat right there, only a couple of metres
from its original cup in the basaltic lava-flow. What had moved it?
Flooding in spring? Why some and not others? So much of creation
appeared random, even arbitrary.

“Tell me about the
crystals?” Tom thought about it for a second.

They’d all read the brochures. They
had all been through the orientation process, first a thirty-day
course at company headquarters on Earth and then the painful
on-planet process.

This part definitely wasn’t in the
brochure. It was like a three-month basic training course at any
military establishment. At least that’s what it had felt like to a
bunch of raw employee-trainees after a three-month long-liner trip.
The emphasis was on physical fitness, with a definitely
profit-oriented slant to it. They were perfect employees,
hard-working, docile, and obedient.

There was no place else to go. On a
long-liner, you ate, you drank and you slept. And you arrived
woefully unprepared to mine piezo-crystals on the planet the
Company had named Althea S. Stephenson, after the eldest daughter
of a major shareholder.

Mickey had studied his contract
intently a time or two after departure from Earth orbit, when
discipline was imposed by their guards. The guards hadn’t exactly
been in the brochures either.

‘We simply must have
order,’ was their slogan, a watchword for tyranny of one sort or
another since times immemorial.

“The most important use of
the piezo-crystals is in the space-flight industry.” It would sound
like a quote from a text-book. “In order to traverse long distances
in the galaxy, for example interstellar space-flight…”

“He’s not an idiot, Tom.”
Melissa spoke up impatiently from the back seat.

His eyes slyly flicked Mick’s way, and
then off again. Tom and Mick both grinned, a sense of relief
overtaking them, now that the vehicle was down in a valley perhaps
a quarter of a kilometre wide, with twenty-five to fifty metre
walls, a dry wadi with soil and gravel bottom. It was a stark
contrast to the cleft-riven lava beds high on each side.

The gulley narrowed as they went
along. The only reason the bottom was flat, was the amount of
debris deposited by the spring run-off. At low water, and this was
the driest season of the year, only the dry channels of countless
braided streams remained visible amongst the scenery. With its huge
tires and excellent ground clearance, the vehicle cleared the low
banks with ease.

To their right, a side gully beckoned.
Mick momentarily considered it, then moved on, carefully winding
left and right through the brush that typified the environment. It
was all salt-resistant plants and fungi, with intermittent woody
stick-like growths poking their reddish tops up here and there.
They made oddly dome-shaped thickets from time to time, often with
a few pale slabs and boulders lurking in the shaded areas. The
undergrowth consisted of very short, light green and gray mats of
something that might roughly correspond to moss in a similar
ecological niche back home. Any floral or weedy growths were thin
at best. There were occasional splashes of color from
wildflower-thingies or their ecological counterparts.

“We’ll go two or three
kilometres, at least.” Mickey had a plan. “Maybe we’ll find a spot,
something good before then.”

He wanted to be able to run for it on
foot in an emergency, when they camped for the night.

“Well, to make a short
story long, in order to travel fifty or a hundred light-years
across the galaxy in three months, you need to speed up time.”
Tom’s voice was in his ears as he studied the terrain
ahead.

“So every kid knows that
when you approach the speed of light, your mass increases to
infinity, and time slows down.” At least that’s the way Mick sort
of remembered it, although he was no expert.

“Something like that.” Tom
agreed. “Anyway, you don’t want to spend fifty years and more at
sub-light speed. It takes three months in a long-liner to get here,
and we’re about a hundred-eighty light-years from Earth. No, you
need to speed up time so that the trip is a reasonable one,
considering normal human life-span. And patience, if you care to
think of it that way.”

Most of the time spent in interstellar
travel resulted from acceleration and deceleration at sub-light
speeds.

“Time is money.” Mickey’s
remark was rewarded with a snicker from the back seat.

“I suppose you’re right.”
Tom grinned. “But no one would sign on, if they figured they
wouldn’t get home to spend the money. Or at least see their homes
again.”

Tom gave a sidelong glance of some
significance at the other man.

“Basically, by speeding up
time we also reduce our mass-per-moment ratio. When you think about
it, infinite mass could be quite painful.”

“At any given moment we
have reduced mass?” Mickey floundered with the concepts sometimes,
but listened with a respectful interest. “So some other race of
beings wants the crystals as badly as we do.”

Mick was back to square one. They knew
next to nothing. Another couple of side-creeks, dry and flat on the
bottom had come and gone. Then there was another one, with a choke
of shrubs and boulders in the entrance. Pulling to a stop, he
examined the place intently, but decided they could make it higher
up the valley. He moved on, grinding along in low gear.

Tom explained in simple layman’s terms
how a piezo-electric crystal, when placed under compression, would
give out an electrical impulse.

“For a radio-electrical
impulse, in order to make a radio work, you have to have a crystal,
even a synthetic one.” The engineer went on. “All the old-fashioned
radios have a crystal in them.”

Mick tried to warp his brain into
shape as he spoke.

Tom continued.

“Now a piezo-temporal
crystal, you put it under compression and put a small electrical
current through it, it distorts time.”

Mickey had to admit, it was elegant.
It was too good to be true, really. Sometimes truth is stranger
than fiction.

“A negative charge speeds
up time and a positive charge slows it down.” Tom explained how the
bigger the crystal, the bigger the charge, the bigger the
distortion. This made possible interstellar space-flight and a few
other goodies. The Company’s research and development branch had
put considerable time and thought into growing large, dense and
therefore very hard, and theoretically very compressible crystals,
according to Tom.

Without the crystals, present engine
development precluded the possibility of commercially-viable space
exploitation. It was worth a few bucks to interested parties. Mick
brought the vehicle to a halt at yet another side-valley mouth.
This one had a flat bottom consisting of thin slabs of a dark
material. A tiny rivulet of sparkling water flowed off each lip in
a series of rapids twelve millimetres deep. The water disappeared
into the sand as soon as it fell off the last ledge. At this point
they were a couple of hundred metres in altitude above the desert
and the way ahead looked too rugged to go much further.

This spot showed the thickest groves
of tall weeds, which were bull-rush or sedge-like growths with
simple, slender, blade-type leaves alternating along the stalks.
The shelf the creek ran on was fifteen metres wide at the edge,
then there was a sandy patch, and then the lava flows to the north
and east. The far side of the gulley was almost out of sight due to
a clump of pygmy forest. It was still beautiful, in spite of the
urgency of the situation.

“Let’s see if we can back
our way in here.” Fatigue swept over Mick like a wave cresting on a
beach.

No one argued with him. After the
shock of what they had seen, they were all emotionally drained. As
the sky darkened into night, a fog of celestial dew descended from
the heavens, and fell across the land, making the whole world
sparkle like new.

Then the active and inactive pair of
bodies that made up star system of Althea plummeted below the
mountains and all around the ticking of the now-silent engine was
inky blackness.

The planetary system had eight bodies
besides the two stars. Althea itself was a healthy and normal
G-class star, but was unique as it had a relatively inert companion
body, which had burnt out long ago, having consumed all of its
internal fuel. The dominant partner was pulling the smaller
companion to its inevitable destruction, with quick, close orbits
in a strange dance.

What was left of Althea Two still had
some residual radiation, and reflected a certain amount of heat and
light from Althea-One. To see the active star, pulling a band of
material from the much smaller inactive star, was a compelling
sight.

“We’re not in Kansas
anymore.” It was a popular saying around here.

A pair of unequal-sized bodies in
mutual orbit around each other affected the planet dubbed
Althea-Four profoundly, and as a consequence its orbit was like a
two-lobed cam, with a major axis and then a secondary axis. It was
described as a line drawn around an egg with two bumps on the small
end. A-Four had a pair of very small moonlets, which did not
materially affect its mean rotation to any degree, but other
planets in the system had their own effects. The nearest, A-Five,
was a gas giant with a lot of mass and one big moon far larger than
A-Four. These two bodies threw in their own gravitational effects
when in conjunction and opposition. Combined with the relative
youth of the planet, this was cause for heavy earthquake activity,
although that wasn’t such a problem in the vicinity of the Complex.
The southern hemisphere of the planet was the scene of a large
number of volcanoes. The planet during its orbit was kneaded like
bread dough due to its internal gravitational forces and masses at
the planet’s core being pushed and pulled from side to side.
Mathematically, the system was unstable, but employees signed a
release indemnifying the Company in case of loss or injury. The pay
was good, and people were willing to take the risk, like gamblers
playing the odds.

“A-Five and its large
companion orbit nineteen degrees out of whack in relation to the
plane of the ecliptic, which means its orbit isn’t level.” As an
engineer, the brochures had a certain fascination for
Tom.

The planet Althea-Four tilted on its
axis over a seasonal cycle. Theoretically an orbit should lie flat
in one plane, but A-four’s orbit bobbed up
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